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1
TRACING NETWORK PACKETS BY A
CLUSTER OF NETWORK CONTROLLERS

BACKGROUND

Typical physical networks include many routers and
switches through which packets travel. In some cases for such
networks, an administrator may identify that packets are not
being delivered correctly, and therefore may wish to trouble-
shoot the network. In order to do so, some physical networks
have the ability to perform a route trace that shows how far a
packet travels. In physical networks, the administrator can
often log into the routers and troubleshoot the routing table.

However, in at least some virtualized networks that operate
many separate logical networks over the physical network,
packets are typically sent across the physical network in
tunnels between managed forwarding elements. These tun-
neled packets are passed through the unmanaged physical
forwarding elements (e.g., standard routers) with minimal
processing, and inspecting the routers will not provide an
administrator with useful information. Thus, methods for
troubleshooting virtualized networks are needed.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Some embodiments provide a cluster of network control-
lers for managing forwarding elements that performs novel
packet tracing operations. In some embodiments, the cluster
of network controllers includes (i) a first set of network con-
trollers that define and manage logical networks implemented
by the managed forwarding elements and (ii) a second set of
network controllers that are responsible for managing the
operations of the managed forwarding elements.

In some embodiments, a logical network controller
receives a request to trace a specified packet having a particu-
lar source on a logical forwarding element. In some embodi-
ments, the packet specifies a source address and a destination
address that are associated with one or more logical forward-
ing elements (e.g., on one or more logical layer 2 (L2)
domains, which may be connected by a logical layer 3 (L3)
router). In response to the request, the logical network con-
troller generates a traceable packet from the source address to
the destination address. The logical network controller iden-
tifies a physical network controller that manages a managed
forwarding element (MFE) to which an entity (e.g., a virtual
machine (VM) located at the source address connects). The
logical network controller passes the packet to the identified
physical network controller.

The physical network controller inserts the traceable
packet into the MFE associated with the source of the packet.
After inserting the traceable packet, the physical network
controller receives a set of observations from the MFE that
indicate certain operations performed on the packet. As the
packet traverses a path to its destination, the packet is pro-
cessed and forwarded by a set of MFEs that are managed by
a set of physical network controllers in the cluster. Each of
these physical network controllers receives a set of observa-
tions from one or more MFEs that the physical network
controller manages. In some embodiments, the physical net-
work controllers analyze the received observations and send
the analyses to the logical network controller that generated
the traceable packet. Based on the messages and/or analyses
from the physical network controllers, the logical network
controller generates a report regarding the packet tracing
operation, for delivery to a user that requested the trace.

In some embodiments, the request is received at the logical
network controller through an application programming
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interface (API) command. A user (e.g., a network adminis-
trator), using one of a variety of user interface tools, designs
a packet to be traced through the physical network managed
by the controller. In addition to the source and destination
addresses, the user may specify whether to trace a broadcast
packet (i.e., instead of a specific destination address), a pay-
load for the packet, the packet size, or other information.

The logical network controller generates the packet, and in
some embodiments inserts an indicator into a particular loca-
tion in the packet that specifies the packet as a traced packet.
For instance, some embodiments use a single bit at a specific
location in the packet header (e.g., a logical VL AN field) that
flags the packet as being used for a trace operation. The
logical network controller then sends the packet to the physi-
cal controller that manages a particular MFE associated with
the source of the packet (e.g., the MFE to which the entity
having the source address connects). The physical controller
inserts this packet into the appropriate MFE. In some embodi-
ments, the MFE is a software forwarding element that oper-
ates in a physical host machine along with the VM associated
with the source address. After sending the packet to the appro-
priate physical network controller, the logical network con-
troller then awaits the receipt of analyses of the observations
from the physical network controllers that manage the MFEs
through which the packet passes.

In some embodiments, each MFEs through which the
packet passes performs a set of logical forwarding operations
and a set of physical forwarding operations on the packet, as
though the packet was an unmarked packet originating from
a VM or other source on the network. By performing logical
forwarding operations, the MFEs advance the packet through
the logical networks towards the destination. The MFEs per-
form the physical forwarding operations to advance the
packet through the physical networks that implement the
logical networks. In some embodiments, the MFEs send an
observation after performing a physical forwarding operation
only. In other embodiments, the MFEs send an observation
after performing a logical forwarding operation as well as
after performing a physical forwarding operation.

In some embodiments, the logical forwarding operations
that the MFEs perform include logical .2 ingress ACL opera-
tions, logical [.2 forwarding operations, and logical [.2 egress
ACL operations. The logical 1.2 ingress ACL operations
determine whether a logical forwarding element for a logical
L2 domain (i.e., a logical switch) should accept an incoming
packet. The logical L.2 forwarding operations include opera-
tions that forward packets from one logical port to another
logical port of a logical forwarding element for a logical [.2
domain. These operations determine a destination logical port
on the logical switch based on destination address informa-
tion stored in the packet in some embodiments. The logical 1.2
egress ACL operations determine whether a logical forward-
ing element for a logical [.2 domain should allow a packet to
exit the logical forwarding element.

The logical forwarding operations of some embodiments
may additionally include logical L3 ingress ACL operations,
logical L3 forwarding operations, and logical L3 egress ACL.
operations. The logical L3 ingress ACL operations determine
whether a logical forwarding element for routing packets at
L3 (i.e., a logical router) should accept an incoming packet.
The logical L3 forwarding operations include operations for
routing packets from one logical [.2 domain to another logical
L2 domain, or to an external address. The logical L3 egress
ACL operations determine whether a logical forwarding ele-
ment for routing packets at .3 should allow a packet to exit
the logical forwarding element.
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One MFE may process a packet through several stages and
therefore perform several of the above logical operations, as
well as physical operations such as sending the packet out
through a tunnel. In some embodiments, while processing a
packet through several stages, the MFEs store a register bit
indicating that the packet is marked for a trace operation. The
MEFE looks up this register bit while processing the packet in
order to determine that observation messages should be sent
to the controller cluster.

In order to send these observation messages, the forward-
ing tables of the MFEs of some embodiments contain entries
that specify when the observation messages should be sent. In
some embodiments, these messages contain (i) the packet
being processed by the MFE as received and (ii) the contents
of the registers for the packets, from which the physical
controllers can identify the relevant data. The forwarding
table entry for sending the observation messages, in some
embodiments, specifies the MFE to copy certain data to the
register and then send the register contents to the physical
controller that manages this MFE.

In some embodiments, each physical network controller
that receives the observations analyzes the received observa-
tions and sends the analyses to the logical network controller.
Once the logical network controller receives the analyses of
the observations (or once a timeout set for the trace operation
is reached), the logical network controller of some embodi-
ments generates a report and delivers it to the requesting user.
In some embodiments, this report indicates whether the
packet was delivered and provides information about each of
the received observations.

The preceding Summary is intended to serve as a brief
introduction to some embodiments of the invention. It is not
meant to be an introduction or overview of all inventive
subject matter disclosed in this document. The Detailed
Description that follows and the Drawings that are referred to
in the Detailed Description will further describe the embodi-
ments described in the Summary as well as other embodi-
ments. Accordingly, to understand all the embodiments
described by this document, a full review of the Summary,
Detailed Description and the Drawings is needed.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The novel features of the invention are set forth in the
appended claims. However, for purpose of explanation, sev-
eral embodiments of the invention are set forth in the follow-
ing figures.

FIG. 1 conceptually illustrates a logical forwarding ele-
ment 100 implemented in a physical network.

FIG. 2 conceptually illustrates an example for a traced
packet that is sent directly from a MFE to a destination MFE.

FIG. 3 conceptually illustrates another example for a traced
packet that is sent directly from a MFE to the destination
MFE.

FIG. 4 conceptually illustrates that a MFE sends multiple
observations to a controller cluster while processing a trace
packet.

FIG. 5 conceptually illustrates a network controller with
packet generation and tracing capability, as well as a MFE
that analyzes and forwards packets and includes the capabil-
ity to send observations for traceable packets to the controller.

FIG. 6 conceptually illustrates a process performed by the
network controller of some embodiments in order to execute
a packet tracing operation.

FIG. 7 conceptually illustrates the processing performed
by a MFE that receives a packet from a network controller,
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processes the packet, sends the packet out over a tunnel, and
sends an observation to the network controller.

FIG. 8 conceptually illustrates the processing performed
by a MFE that receives a packet from another MFE through a
tunnel, processes the packet, identifies that the packet should
be delivered to a logical port, and sends an observation to the
network controller.

FIG. 9 conceptually illustrates an example for a traced
packet that is sent through a pool node between the source
MFE and destination MFE.

FIG. 10 conceptually illustrates a third example for a traced
broadcast packet.

FIG. 11 conceptually illustrates a logical network control-
ler, a physical network controller, and a MFE.

FIG. 12 conceptually illustrates a process performed by a
logical network controller of some embodiments in order to
execute a packet tracing operation.

FIG. 13 conceptually illustrates a process performed by a
physical network controller of some embodiments in order to
execute a packet tracing operation.

FIG. 14 conceptually illustrates an example for a traced
packet that is generated by a logical controller and injected to
a MFE by a physical controller.

FIG. 15 conceptually illustrates another example for a
traced packet that is generated by a logical controller and
injected to a MFE by a physical controller.

FIG. 16 conceptually illustrates an example for a trace
packet that is generated by a logical controller.

FIG. 17 conceptually illustrates an example for two trace
packets originating from two different logical controllers.

FIG. 18 conceptually illustrates packet processing per-
formed by a MFE.

FIG. 19 conceptually illustrates a processing performed by
a MFE that receives a packet from another MFE through a
tunnel.

FIG. 20 conceptually illustrates an example of a MFE that
sends multiple observations to a controller cluster while pro-
cessing a trace packet.

FIG. 21 conceptually illustrates an example of a processing
pipeline that a MFE performs.

FIG. 22 conceptually illustrates an example of performing
logical forwarding operations in a distributed manner by
MFEs.

FIG. 23 conceptually illustrates an electronic system with
which some embodiments of the invention are implemented.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following detailed description of the invention,
numerous details, examples, and embodiments of the inven-
tion are set forth and described. However, it will be clear and
apparent to one skilled in the art that the invention is not
limited to the embodiments set forth and that the invention
may be practiced without some of the specific details and
examples discussed.

Some embodiments provide a cluster of network control-
lers for managing forwarding elements that performs novel
packet tracing operations. In some embodiments, the cluster
of network controllers includes (i) a first set of network con-
trollers that define and manage logical networks implemented
by the managed forwarding elements and (ii) a second set of
network controllers that are responsible for managing the
operations of the managed forwarding elements.

In some embodiments, a logical network controller (also
referred to as a logical controller) receives a request to trace a
specified packet having a particular source on a logical for-
warding element. In some embodiments, the packet specifies
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a source address and a destination address that are associated
with one or more logical forwarding elements (e.g., on one or
more logical layer 2 (I.2) domains, which may be connected
by alogical layer 3 (L3) router). In response to the request, the
logical controller generates a traceable packet from the
source address to the destination address. The logical control-
ler identifies a physical network controller (also referred to as
a physical controller) that manages a managed forwarding
element (MFE) to which an entity (e.g., a virtual machine
(VM) located at the source address connects). The logical
controller passes the packet to the identified physical control-
ler.

The physical controller inserts the traceable packet into the
MEFE associated with the source of the packet. After inserting
the traceable packet, the physical controller receives a set of
observations from the MFE that indicate certain operations
performed on the packet. As the packet traverses a path to its
destination, the packet is processed and forwarded by a set of
MFEs that are managed by a set of physical controllers in the
cluster. Each of these physical controllers receives a set of
observations from one or more MFEs that the physical con-
troller manages. In some embodiments, the physical control-
lers analyze the received observations and send the analyses
to the logical controller that generated the traceable packet.
Based on the messages and/or analyses from the physical
controllers, the logical controller generates a report regarding
the packet tracing operation, for delivery to a user that
requested the trace.

In some embodiments, the cluster of network controllers
(also referred to as controller cluster) manages one or more
logical forwarding elements implemented across physical
forwarding elements in a distributed, virtualized environ-
ment. That is, rather than using a single physical switch to
implement a logical forwarding element, the forwarding
responsibilities are spread across MFEs distributed through-
out the network. For instance, some embodiments include
switching software within physical host machines (e.g., run-
ning on top of or within a hypervisor on the host). This
switching software (e.g., open virtual switch (“OVS”))
implements the logical forwarding elements of some embodi-
ments.

FIG. 1 conceptually illustrates a logical forwarding ele-
ment (e.g., a logical switch) 100 implemented in a physical
network 150. As shown, the logical forwarding element 100
connects six virtual machines 105-130. Each of these virtual
machines 105-130 connects to a logical port of the logical
forwarding element 100. In some embodiments, a user (e.g.,
network administrator) defines the logical forwarding ele-
ment, which may be part of a larger logical network. For
instance, the logical forwarding element is a logical .2 switch
that may include a logical port that connects to an external
gateway (e.g., to an external network), to a logical L3 router
(which may also connect to other logical 1.2 switches), etc.

In some embodiments, the user defines the logical forward-
ing element 130 through an API of a controller cluster, which
translates the user definition into a logical control plane defi-
nition of the logical forwarding element 130. The controller
cluster then converts this logical control plane definition into
a logical forwarding plane specification of the logical for-
warding element. The logical forwarding plane specification,
in some embodiments, includes logical forwarding table
entries (logical flow entries) that specify rules for forwarding
packets to logical ports of the logical forwarding element. For
instance, the logical control plane of some embodiments
includes bindings between media access control (MAC)
addresses of VMs and logical ports, and the logical forward-
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ing plane specifies flow entries for forwarding packets to the
logical ports based on matches of the MAC addresses.

In addition, the controller cluster of some embodiments
converts the logical forwarding plane data into physical con-
trol plane data that specifies rules for the MFEs to follow in
order to implement the logical forwarding element. This
physical control plane data includes matches over the logical
forwarding element itself (e.g., based on the source of the
packet), as well as entries for placing packets into tunnels
from one MFE to another (and receiving packets from these
tunnels). These rules, in some embodiments, incorporate data
from the MFEs, such as physical ports and tunnel IP address
information. The controller cluster then pushes this physical
control plane data down to the MFEs.

In some embodiments, the different network controllers
(i.e., logical and physical controllers) in the controller cluster
take part in different portions of the translation from logical
control plane definition into the logical forwarding plane
definition and then into the physical control plane data. The
controller cluster and generation of flow entries of some
embodiments is described in greater detail in the U.S. Publi-
cation 2013/0103817, which is incorporated herein by refer-
ence.

The controller cluster, as mentioned, pushes these flow
entries to several MFEs in some embodiments, such that the
logical forwarding element (and/or other logical forwarding
elements, such as logical routers) is implemented in a distrib-
uted, virtualized fashion. The physical network 150 of FIG. 1
illustrates that the six VMs 105-130 are hosted on four dif-
ferent host machines 155-170. Some embodiments may only
host one VM from a particular logical network on a single
machine, while other embodiments may put multiple VMs
from a logical network on the same machine, as in this case
with the hosts 155 and 170. As shown, in the virtualized
environment, each of these hosts 155-170 also hosts addi-
tional virtual machines beyond those connected to the logical
forwarding element 100. That is, many tenants may share the
use of the physical network 150, and in fact may share use of
a single physical host.

Operating on each host (e.g., within the hypervisor on the
host) isa MFE. The MFE, in some embodiments, is a software
forwarding element to which the network controller connects
and pushes down flow entries for various logical forwarding
elements. In this case, because VMs from the logical forward-
ing element 100 are located on each of the four illustrated
hosts 155-170, the MFE in each of these hosts implements the
logical forwarding element 100. That is, each of the illus-
trated MFEs has flow entries in its forwarding tables for
logically forwarding packets to the logical ports associated
with the different VMs 105-130.

In addition to the host machines 155-170, the physical
network 150 further includes a pool node 175, also referred to
as a service node in some embodiments. The pool node 175
connects to each of the hosts within the network, and serves to
forward packets between edge MFEs (those located in the
hosts, at the edge of the network) that do not have direct
connections. As shown, the first MFE in host 155 and second
MFE in host 160 have a tunnel connection between them, as
do the third MFE in host 165 and the fourth MFE in host 170.
However, the first MFE does not have a direct tunnel connec-
tion to the third or fourth MFE, nor does the second MFE.
Instead, each of the four MFEs have tunnels defined to ports
of the pool node 175. In some embodiments, packets sent
along each of these tunnels pass through one or more unman-
aged forwarding elements (e.g., standard, dedicated routers)
that do not receive flow entries from the network controller
and pass along the packets with only minimal processing.
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In addition, the pool node 175 may include connections to
a remote domain in some embodiments (e.g., a separate
domain that implements a different logical .2 switch). The
logical forwarding element 300 could include a seventh port
for connecting to this remote domain, and packets sent from
one of the VMs 105-130 to the remote domain would be
forwarded by the pool node through a physical connection to
the remote domain.

In some embodiments, tunnels provided by tunneling pro-
tocols (e.g., control and provisioning of wireless access
points (CAPWAP), generic route encapsulation (GRE), GRE
Internet Protocol Security (IPsec), etc.) may be used to facili-
tate the implementation of the logical forwarding element
101 the four MFEs. By tunneling, a packet is transmitted
through the switches and routers as a payload of another
packet. That is, a tunneled packet does not have to expose its
addresses (e.g., source and destination MAC addresses) as the
packet is forwarded based on the addresses included in the
header of the outer packet that is encapsulating the tunneled
packet. Tunneling, therefore, allows separation of logical
address space from the physical address space as a tunneled
packet can have addresses meaningful in the logical address
space while the outer packet is forwarded/routed based on the
addresses in the physical address space. In this manner, the
tunnels may be viewed as the “logical wires” that connect
MFEs in the network in order to implement the logical for-
warding element.

Within the above-described environment, in which the
controller cluster connects to each of the MFEs (including the
pool node), in some embodiments the controller cluster
receives a request through an API command. A user (e.g., a
network administrator), using one of a variety of user inter-
face tools, designs a packet to be traced through the physical
network managed by the controller cluster. In addition to the
source and destination addresses, the user may specity
whether to trace a broadcast packet (i.e., instead of a specific
destination address), a payload for the packet, the packet size,
or other information.

The controller cluster generates the packet, and in some
embodiments inserts an indicator into a particular location in
the packet that specifies the packet as a traced packet. For
instance, some embodiments use a single bit at a specific
location in the packet header (e.g., a logical VL AN field) that
flags the packet as being used for a trace operation. The
controller cluster then sends the packet to the particular MFE
associated with the source of the packet (e.g., the managed
forwarding element to which the entity having the source
address connects). Some embodiments additionally set reg-
isters associated with the packet at the particular managed
forwarding element in order to simulate the MFE receiving
the packet through a particular physical port associated with
the source address.

In some embodiments, this MFE is a software forwarding
element that operates in a physical host machine along with
the VM associated with the source address. The controller
cluster then awaits the receipt of observations from the MFEs
through which the packet passes.

In some embodiments, the MFEs through which the packet
passes each performs a set of logical forwarding operations
and a set of physical forwarding operations on the packet like
the forwarding element does when processing an unmarked
packet actually received from a VM. By performing logical
forwarding operations, the MFEs advance the packet through
the logical networks towards the destination. The MFEs per-
form the physical forwarding operations to advance the
packet through the physical networks that implement the
logical networks. In some embodiments, the MFEs send an
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observation after performing a physical forwarding operation
only. In other embodiments, the managed forwarding ele-
ments send observations after performing a logical forward-
ing operation as well as after performing a physical forward-
ing operation.

In some embodiments, the packet tracing operation oper-
ates with a specified timeout after which the controller cluster
assumes that no additional observations will be delivered.
Other than sending the observations and not actually deliver-
ing the packet to a VM (or other destination bound to a logical
port), the MFEs process the packet in the same manner as an
unmarked packet actually received from a VM. In some
embodiments, while processing a packet through several
stages, the MFEs store a register bit indicating that the packet
is marked for a trace operation.

In order to send observation messages, the forwarding
tables of the MFEs of some embodiments contain entries that
specify when the observation messages should be sent. In
some embodiments, these messages contain (i) the packet
being processed by the MFE as received and (ii) the contents
of'the registers for the packets, from which the controller can
identify the relevant data. The forwarding table entry for
sending the observation messages, in some embodiments,
specifies to the MFE to copy certain data to the registers and
then send the register contents to the controller.

Oncethe controller cluster receives the observations (or the
timeout is reached), the controller cluster of some embodi-
ments generates a report and delivers it to the requesting user.
In some embodiments, this report indicates whether the
packet was delivered and provides information about each of
the received observations.

In some embodiments, the controller cluster includes a
single network controller (or a single master controller with a
backup controller) that performs translation of the logical
control plane definition. This single network controller also
generates a trace packet, receives observations from the
MFEs, and generates a report from the received observations.
FIG. 2 conceptually illustrates an example in which the con-
troller cluster includes such a single network controller that
generates a traced packet and receives observations from the
MFEs through which the traced packet passes. In this
example, the traced packet is injected into a first MFE. The
traced packet is then sent directly from the first MFE to a
destination MFE. As shown, this example illustrates a con-
troller 205, a first edge MFE 210, and a second edge MFE
215. In addition, the figure illustrates various packets and
observations with encircled numbers that indicate an order in
which the various data (packets, observation messages) are
sent within the network.

As shown by the encircled 1, initially the single controller
205 receives arequest (e.g., as will be described further below
by reference to FIG. 5). In this case, the request specifies a
source logical port that maps to a VM connected to the first
MFE 210 and a destination logical port that maps to a VM
connected to the second MFE 215. In response to the request,
the controller 205 generates a packet 220 and sends this to the
MFE (shown by the encircled 2), along with a command to
process the packet. The header of the packet 220 specifies the
source and destination addresses received in the request, as
well as a trace indicator that marks the packet as a test packet
for a trace operation.

The first edge MFE 210 processes the packet (e.g., as will
be shown further below in FIG. 7), and its forwarding table
entries in some embodiments indicate to (i) encapsulate the
packet with a logical context tag that specifies a destination
logical port corresponding to the destination MAC address
and (i) further encapsulate the packet using tunnel encapsu-
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lation with an IP address for a port of the second MFE 215.
Furthermore, the forwarding table entries also specify to send
an observation message to the controller because a register bit
at the MFE has been modified to identify the packet as asso-
ciated with a trace operation. Thus, as shown by the encircled
3, the first MFE 210 sends both an observation 225 to the
controller 205 and a packet 230 to the second MFE 215. In
some embodiments, the first MFE 210 sends more than one
observation message to the controller 205. In these embodi-
ments, the first MFE 210 sends an observation message after
performing a logical or physical forwarding operation in a set
of logical and physical forwarding operations that the MFE
210 performs on the packet 230 before sending the packet to
the second MFE 215. Sending more than one observation
message from a MFE will be further described below by
reference to FIG. 4. The packet 230 is the same as the packet
220 in some embodiments, with the additional encapsulations
mentioned above.

The MFE 215 receives this packet 230, which still includes
the trace indicator, and is encapsulated with the destination
logical port. The receiving MFE 215 reads this destination
logical port and identifies (via its forwarding table entries) to
deliver the packet to the VM associated with the destination
logical port. However, based on additional entries that (i)
modify a register at the MFE to indicate the trace packet and
(ii) read this register when delivering to the logical port, the
MFE 215 instead drops the packet and sends an observation
235 (indicated by the encircled 4) to the controller 205. In
some embodiments, this is a delivery observation message
that specifies the ID of the MFE 215 and the port to which the
packet would have been delivered, as will be described by
reference to FIG. 8.

FIG. 2 above illustrates an example of a trace operation
when the controller cluster includes a single network control-
ler. In contrast, FIG. 3 conceptually illustrates an example of
a trace operation when the controller cluster includes several
different network controllers forming a hierarchy of control-
lers. As shown, a controller cluster 305 in this example
includes a logical controller 310 and two physical controllers
315 and 320. This figure also illustrates a first edge MFE 325
and a second edge MFE 330 along with various packets and
observations with encircled numbers that indicate an order in
which the packets and observations messages sent within the
network.

As shown by the encircled 1, the logical controller 310
receives a request from the user. This request specifies a
source logical port that maps to a VM connected to the MFE
325. In response to the request, the logical controller 310
generates a packet 335. As shown by the encircled 2, the
logical controller then sends the generated packet to the
physical controller 315 because the physical controller 315
manages the MFE 325. In some embodiments, a particular
physical controller that manages a particular MFE is the only
controller other than a back-up of the particular physical
controller that can exchange data with the MFE. The header
of the packet 335 specifies the source and destination
addresses received in the request, as well as a trace indicator
that marks the packet as a test packet for a trace operation.

The physical controller 335 examines the packet and iden-
tifies that the MFE 325 is the MFE into which to inject the
packet because the logical port to which the source address of
the packet connects is mapped to a physical port of the MFE
325. As shown by the encircled 3, the physical controller 315
sends the packet 335 to the MFE 325.

The processing of the received packet by the first edge
MFE 325 is similar to the processing of the trace packet by the
first edge MFE 210 in FIG. 2. That is, the first edge MFE 325

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

processes the packet and its forwarding table entries indicate
to (i) encapsulate the packet with a logical context tag that
specifies a destination logical port corresponding to the des-
tination MAC address and (ii) further encapsulate the packet
using tunnel encapsulation with an IP address for a port of the
second MFE 330. Furthermore, the forwarding table entries
also specify to send an observation message to a physical
controller 315 that sent the packet to the MFE because a
register bit at the MFE has been modified to identify the
packet as associated with a trace operation. Thus, as shown by
the encircled 4, the first MFE 325 sends both an observation
340 to the physical controller 315 and a packet 345 to the
second MFE 330. In some embodiments, the MFE 325 sends
more than one observation message to the physical controller
315 before sending the packet to the second MFE 330. In
these embodiments, the first MFE 325 sends an observation
message to the physical controller after performing a logical
or physical forwarding operation in a set of logical and physi-
cal forwarding operations that the MFE 325 performs on the
packet 335. The packet 345 is the same as the packet 335 in
some embodiments, with the additional encapsulations men-
tioned above.

When the physical controller 315 receives the observation
340 from the first MFE 340, the physical controller 315 of
some embodiments analyzes the observation and sends (as
shown by the encircled 5) the analysis of the observation to
the logical controller 310. The logical controller 310 receives
the analysis of the observation and waits for more analyses to
come from other physical controllers until a timeout is
reached. In other embodiments, the physical controller 315
relays the observation message to the logical controller 310
and the logical controller 310 analyzes the observation.

The second MFE 330 receives the packet 345, which still
includes the trace indicator, and is encapsulated with the
destination logical port. The receiving MFE 330 reads this
destination logical port and identifies (via its forwarding table
entries) to deliver the packet to the VM associated with the
destination logical port by performing a set of logical and
physical forwarding operations on the packet 345. However,
based on additional entries that (i) modify a register at the
MEFE to indicate the trace packet and (ii) read this register
when delivering to the logical port, the MFE 330 instead
drops the packet and sends an observation 350 (indicated by
the encircled 6) to the physical controller 320. In some
embodiments, the MFE 330 sends the observation to the
physical controller 320 because the physical controller 320
manages the MFE 330.

In some embodiments, the MFE 330 sends multiple obser-
vations to the physical controller 320. Instead of only sending
the observation for delivery to a destination (a physical for-
warding operation), the MFE 330 sends an observation after
performing each logical or physical forwarding operation in a
set of logical and physical forwarding operations that the
MFE 330 performs on the packet 345.

Like the physical controller 315, the physical controller
320 of some embodiments analyzes the received observa-
tion(s) and sends (as shown by the encircled 7) the analysis of
the observation to the logical controller 310. In other embodi-
ments, the physical controller 315 relays the observation mes-
sage to the logical controller 310 and the logical controller
310 analyzes the observation. The logical controller 310
receives the observation(s) or the analysis of the observa-
tion(s) and waits for more analyses/observations to come
from other physical controllers until a timeout is reached.
Once the timeout is reached, the logical controller 310 gen-
erates a report for the requested tracing operation and sends
(as shown by the encircled 8) the report to the user.
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It is to be noted that the order between sending (shown by
the encircled 5) the analysis of the observation by the physical
controller 315 and the sending (shown by the encircled 6) of
the observation by the MFE 330 may be arbitrary even though
the encircled numbers are in sequence. This is because the
observation 340 and the packet 345 may take different
amounts of time to reach the physical controller 315 and the
MEFE 335, respectively. Also, the physical controller 315 and
the MFE 335 may take different amounts of time to process
the observation 340 and the packet 345, respectively.

FIG. 4 conceptually illustrates an example of a MFE that
sends multiple observations to a controller cluster while pro-
cessing a trace packet. Specifically, this figure illustrates a
processing pipeline 400 that a MFE performs on a packet in
order to advance the packet through a logical network imple-
mented across a set of MFEs. The processing pipeline 400
includes four stages 410-440 for processing a packet. In some
embodiments, each MFE through which the packet passes
performs the processing pipeline 400 (or a portion of the
processing pipeline) when the MFE receives the packet. This
figure also illustrates a controller cluster 445, a MFE 450, and
various packets and observations with encircled numbers that
indicate an order in which the packets and observations mes-
sages sent.

As shown by the encircled 1, the controller cluster 405
receives a request. In this case, the request specifies a source
logical port that maps to a VM connected to the MFE 450 and
a destination logical port that maps to a VM connected to
another MFE. In response to the request, the controller 405
generates a packet 455 and sends (shown by the encircled 2)
this to the MFE 450. The header of the packet 455 specifies
the source and destination addresses received in the request,
as well as a trace indicator that marks the packet as a test
packet for a trace operation.

In some embodiments, the header of the packet includes a
set of fields that contains information used for forwarding the
packet through a network. Forwarding elements perform a set
of forwarding operations based on the information contained
in the header (and possibly registers for the packet stored by
the forwarding element) and may, in some cases, modify
some or all of the header fields. As explained above, some
embodiments perform forwarding operations based on flow
entries in the forwarding elements’ forwarding tables.

In some embodiments, the processing pipeline 400 may be
implemented by flow entries in the forwarding tables of the
MFEs. For instance, some flow entries are defined such that
the packet is processed against the flow entries based on
various fields in the packet’s header, including source and/or
destination address, a logical context tag generated by a pre-
vious MFE, etc. In some embodiments, a controller cluster
configures the MFEs to have such flow entries.

When the MFE 450 receives the packet 455, the MFE 450
stores a register bit indicating that the packet is marked for a
trace operation. The MFE 450 then performs a logical context
mapping on the packet to determine the logical context of the
packet in the first stage 410 of the processing pipeline 400. In
some embodiments, the first stage 410 is performed when a
logical forwarding element receives the packet (e.g., the
packet is initially received by the MFE 450 that implements
the logical forwarding element).

Insome embodiments, a logical context represents the state
of the packet with respect to the logical forwarding element.
For example, the logical context may specify the logical
forwarding element to which the packet belongs, the logical
port of the logical forwarding element through which the
packet was received, the logical port of the logical forwarding
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element to which the packet is to be transmitted, the stage of
the logical forwarding plane of the logical forwarding ele-
ment the packet is at, etc.

In some embodiments, the first MFE to receive a packet
determines the logical context by mapping a physical port of
the MFE through which the packet was received and/or a
source address (e.g., MAC address) of the packet to a logical
port of a particular logical forwarding element. Other
embodiments may use other fields in the header of the packet
(e.g., a VLAN tag) in order to initially determine the logical
context of the packet. At subsequent MFEs, the logical con-
text may be determined based on a logical context tag placed
in the packet header by a previous MFE.

After determining the logical context of the packet, the
MFE of some embodiments stores this information in either
the packet header itself or registers created for the packet at
the MFE. For instance, the first MFE may store the logical
input port in a register, then utilize this information for per-
forming the logical forwarding operations 420, described
below. After performing these operations, some embodi-
ments identify a logical output port, which the MFE uses to
encapsulate the packet with a logical context tag. Later MFEs
can read this logical context to identify the logical output port
of the packet and perform any necessary operations on the
packet using this information.

In the second stage 420 of the processing pipeline 400, the
MEFE performs a set of logical forwarding operations on the
packets to determine a logical port of the logical forwarding
element to which the packet should be forwarded. In some
embodiments, a packet may be sent through multiple con-
nected logical forwarding elements (e.g., from one logical 1.2
switch to another logical L2 switch through a logical L3
router), and these operations may collectively be referred to
as logical forwarding operations. Thus, in some embodi-
ments, the logical forwarding operations may include a logi-
cal ingress ACL operation for determining access control
when the logical forwarding element receives the packet, a
logical 1.2 operation for determining where to forward the
packet through a layer 2 network, and a logical egress ACL
operation for determining access control before the logical
forwarding element routes the packet out of the logical for-
warding element. Alternatively, or in conjunction with the
logical 1.2 operation, some embodiments of the logical for-
warding operations include a logical L3 operation for deter-
mining where to route the packet through a layer three net-
work.

In some embodiments, the MFE 450 sends (shown by the
encircled 3) a set of observations for the set of logical for-
warding operations 420. In some embodiments, the MFE 450
is configured (by the controller cluster 445) to send an obser-
vation to the controller cluster after performing each logical
forwarding operation in the set of logical forwarding opera-
tions in the stage 420 when the packet is marked for the trace
operation and/or a register bit is set indicating that the packet
is for a trace operation. Because the packet 455 is marked for
the tracing operation, the MFE 450 in this example sends an
observation including the result of performing the logical
forwarding operation. In some embodiments, the MFE 450 is
configured to send observations only for some of the logical
forwarding operations performed on the marked packet.

In some embodiments, the result of the logical forwarding
operations may include dropping the packet, enqueuing the
packet, forwarding the packet to one or more logical egress
ports of the logical forwarding element, etc. In addition, many
of'the operations send the packet to a dispatch port of the MFE
in order to resubmit the packet to the forwarding tables of the
MEFE that implement the logical forwarding elements.
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Next, the third stage 430 of the processing pipeline 400
performs a mapping operation on the packet. In some
embodiments, the mapping operation is a logical to physical
mapping operation that maps the logical egress port of the
logical forwarding element (a result of logical forwarding
operations 420) to a physical result in the network. That is, the
mapping operation determines one or more ports of one or
more MFEs that correspond to the logical egress port of the
logical forwarding element through which the packet is to be
sent out. For instance, if the packet is a broadcast packet or a
multicast packet, the third stage 430 of some embodiments
determines the ports of the MFEs that correspond to the
logical egress ports of the logical forwarding element through
which the packet is to be sent out (i.e., the logical ports to
which the intended recipients of the packet are coupled). If
the packet is a unicast packet, the third stage 430 determines
a port of a MFE that corresponds to the logical egress port of
the logical forwarding element through which the packet is to
be sent out (i.e., the logical port to which the intended recipi-
ent of the packet is coupled).

Atthe fourth stage 440 of the processing pipeline 400, a set
of'operations to implement physical forwarding of the packet
is performed. The set of physical operations of some embodi-
ments includes operations for sending the packet to the physi-
cal port(s) that corresponds to the logical egress port(s) of the
packet, as determined in the third stage 430. For example, the
set of physical operations of some embodiments determines
one or more ports of the MFE on which the processing pipe-
line 400 is being performed through which to send the packet
out in order for the packet to reach the physical port(s) deter-
mined in the third stage 430. This way, the MFEs can route the
packet along the correct path in the network for the packet to
reach the determined physical port(s) that corresponds to the
packet destination.

In some embodiments, the MFE 450 sends (shown by the
encircled 4) one or more observation messages 465 to the
controller cluster for the set of physical operations performed
at the fourth stage 440 when the register bit indicates that the
packet is marked for the trace operation. In some embodi-
ments, the MFE 450 is configured (by the controller cluster
445) to send observations for all of the physical forwarding
operations. In other embodiments, the MFE 450 is configured
to send observations only for some of the physical forwarding
operations performed on the marked packet. For instance, the
MFE of some embodiments sends observations when either
of two actions is taken by the MFE: (1) the MFE sends the
packet to another MFE via a tunnel, or (2) the MFE delivers
the packet to a physical port to which the logical egress port is
mapped.

As mentioned above, in some embodiments, the process-
ing pipeline 400 is performed by each MFE in the managed
network that is used to implement the logical network. In
some embodiments, some of the MFEs perform only a por-
tion of the processing pipeline 400. For example, in some
embodiments, the MFE that initially receives the packet may
perform the first-fourth stages 410-440 and the remaining
MFEs that subsequently receive the packet only perform the
first, third, and fourth stages 410, 430, and 440. The process-
ing pipeline, including logical and physical forwarding
operations, that each MFE performs to process an incoming
packet is further described in the U.S. Publications 2013/
0044636 and 2013/0058250, which are incorporated herein
by reference.

The above description introduces the packet tracing opera-
tions of some embodiments. Several more detailed embodi-
ments are described below. First, Section 1 describes the
operation of a single network controller that performs a
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packet tracing operation to trace operations performed on a
packet. Next, Section II describes the operation of several
network controllers that facilitate packet tracing together.
Section I1I then describes sending observations by a MFE for
logical forwarding operations. Finally, Section IV describes
an electronic system with which some embodiments of the
invention are implemented.

1. Tracing by a Single Controller

A. Single Network Controller Operation

As indicated, in some embodiments a single controller
generates a traceable packet according to a request received
from a user and inserts this packet at a particular MFE. In
order to generate such a packet, the network controller of
some embodiments knows how the packet headers should
appear when received at the MFE from a specified source port
(i.e., what data should be in the packet headers). Thus, the
network controller can generate a packet that mimics a packet
actually received at the source port of the MFE.

FIG. 5 conceptually illustrates a network controller 500
with packet generation and tracing capability, as well as a
MFE 550 that analyzes and forwards packets and includes the
capability to send observations for traceable packets to the
controller 500. As shown, the controller 500 includes an input
interface 505, an nlog state computation module 510, a
packet generator 515, an observation analyzer 520, and a
MFE interface 525. In addition, the network controller 500
includes one or more state storage database 530, which in
some embodiments stores input and/or output of the nlLog
state computation module 510.

The input interface 505 of some embodiments receives
input from one or more users to define logical networks (e.g.,
sets of workloads (such as VMs) connected through logical
switches, logical routers, middleboxes, gateways to external
networks, etc.), as well as requests to trace packets sent
through a logical switch on such a logical network. For
example, a user could define a logical switch shown in FIG. 1,
described above. In addition, with such a logical switch
defined and implemented within the physical network man-
aged by the network controller 500 (which includes the MFE
550), the user could request a packet tracing operation for a
packet sent from one logical port of the logical switch 100 to
another logical port of the logical switch.

In some embodiments, the request received at the input
interface specifies the logical ports in terms of source and
destination MAC addresses entered (or selected) by the user.
In other embodiments, the user specifies a source logical port
(e.g., in terms of a UUID used to represent the port) at which
to insert the packet and a destination MAC address thatis used
in the packet itself (a source MAC address will be placed in
the packet header as well, based on the specified logical port).
In addition, the request may include additional parameters
beyond the source and destination addresses. For instance, in
some embodiments the user specifies a payload for the
packet. When no payload is specified, the controller inserts a
default payload for the packet. Users can also specify a frame
size and/or ethertype for the traced packet. In some embodi-
ments, the user can specify a timeout which specifies a dura-
tion (e.g., 100 ms, 1 s, 10 s, etc.) that the controller will wait
for observations from the MFEs in the network.

In addition, instead of specifying a specific destination
address corresponding to a single logical port on the logical
switch, in some embodiments the user may wish to send a
broadcast packet on the logical switch. In some embodi-
ments, when the request does not include a destination
address, or does not include a destination address that corre-
sponds to a particular VM, the controller generates a traceable
broadcast packet for insertion into the network at the specified
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source logical port. In other embodiments, the user is required
to specify a destination address for each trace operation, and
must affirmatively specify a broadcast destination in order to
perform the trace on a broadcast packet.

When the input interface 505 receives a specification of a
logical network, the interface of some embodiments trans-
lates this specification into logical control plane data that
defines the logical network, and passes this data to the nLLog
state computation module 510. In some embodiments, the
input interface 505 reads this logical control plane data into
input tables of the state computation module 510. The nl.og
state computation module 510 of some embodiments
includes a table mapping engine with a set of input tables and
output tables, and maps records in the input tables to records
in the output tables according to a set of rules. More specifi-
cally, some embodiments translate logical control plane data
into logical forwarding plane data and subsequently translate
the logical forwarding plane data into physical control plane
data that can be passed down to the MFEs that implement the
logical network. The nlLog state computation module 510 of
some embodiments is described in greater detail in U.S. Pub-
lication 2013/0058228, which is incorporated herein by ref-
erence.

In some embodiments, the physical control plane data for a
particular specified logical network includes a set of flow
entries used by the managed forwarding elements to imple-
ment the logical network. For instance, a flow entry for per-
forming a logical forwarding decision might state that if a
packet matches a specific logical switch (e.g., based on its
source MAC address or ingress port) and the destination
address is a particular MAC address, the packet should be
forwarded to a particular logical port of the logical switch. An
example of such a flow would state “If match 1.2 switch Q and
destination MAC B—forward to logical egress port X”. The
physical control plane flow entries additionally include
entries for identifying a physical port to which to send the
packet and placing the packet in tunnels. To continue the
above example, the physical control plane entries might
include a flow stating “If logical egress=port X—encapsulate
with remote tunnel information Z and send to physical port
p”.

The above control plane entries will be matched for packets
that are sent over the network as part of normal network traffic
or which are generated by the controller for a trace operation.
However, some embodiments also include flow entries for the
trace operation, which are passed to the MFEs as well. These
entries basically specify that if the packet being sent over the
tunnel (or delivered to a final destination) is a traced packet,
then certain data should be copied to the registers and sent as
an observation message to the controller. For example, using
the above case, a flow entry might state “If sending packet
with tunnel information Z and register bit J==1—copy MFE
1D and tunnel information Z to registers and send register data
with packet to controller”. Similarly, for a delivery observa-
tion message, a flow entry might state “If sending packet to
physical port R and register bit J==1—drop packet, copy
MEFE ID and physical port ID to register and send register data
with packet to controller”. These flow entries, like the other
physical control plane data, are converted by the MFE into
physical forwarding plane data in the forwarding tables of the
MFE, as described below.

In some embodiments, the nl.og state computation module
510 stores its output state in the state storage database(s) 530.
This database 530 stores MAC address to logical port bind-
ings, physical control plane data output by the nl.og state
computation module 510, and other data in some embodi-
ments.
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The operations of the nlLog state computation module 510
may take place at a different time than the packet tracing
operations. That is, in some embodiments the controller 500
initially generates (using the nl.og state computation module
510) the flow entries for a logical network, both for the packet
tracing operation and the general logical network functional-
ity. While the flow entries may require updating as the net-
work changes (i.e., due to the user adding or removing entities
from the network, modifications to the physical network,
etc.), the packet tracing operations performed by both the
controller and the managed forwarding elements take place at
conceptually a different time (i.e., in response to user
requests, which may occur well after the generation and dis-
tribution of the flow entries by the controller 500).

The packet generator 415 receives requests to trace packets
through the input interface 405. The packet generator 415, in
some embodiments, receives the source and destination logi-
cal ports, payload specification, frame size, etc., and gener-
ates a packet with the appropriate headers and payload. In
addition, the packet generator 515 appends an indicator in the
packet that specifies to a MFE processing the packet that the
packet is a traced packet. This signifies to the MFE (1) that it
should send observations back to the controller when it per-
forms specific logical or physical forwarding operations on
the packet and (2) that it should drop the packet once it has
made the decision to deliver the packet to its intended recipi-
ent at the destination address. In addition, some embodiments
append an identifier for the issuing controller (i.e., the con-
troller 500) as well as a trace operation session 1D to differ-
entiate between multiple packet tracing operations. Some
embodiments append this data at the end of the payload.
When appending the data to the end of the payload, the
controller of some embodiments updates length and check-
sum fields of the packet to accommodate the appended data,
so that the packet remains a valid IP packet. After generating
the packet, the controller sends the packet to the appropriate
MEFE (that which connects to the source logical port) through
the MFE interface 525.

The observation analyzer 520 receives observations about
a traced packet sent by the MFEs to the network controller
500. In some embodiments, a MFE sends a set of observations
to the controller by sending an observation whenever it per-
forms one forwarding operation in a set of logical or physical
forwarding operations to perform on a packet. In addition,
when a MFE delivers a traced packet to its destination (or
would deliver the packet, if it was not a traced packet gener-
ated by the network controller), the MFE sends an observa-
tion to the controller. These observations are received at the
MEFE interface 525 and sent to the observation analyzer 520.
The structure of these observations is discussed in further
detail below.

The observation analyzer 520 of some embodiments per-
forms operations to deduce certain data from the received
observations. For instance, for observations indicating that
the packet was forwarded into a particular tunnel, the obser-
vation analyzer uses the mappings contained in the state
storage 530 to identify the remote IP address to which the
packet was sent. For observations indicating delivery to a
logical port, the observation includes a physical port of the
MFE through which the packet would be sent, which the
observation analyzer 520 maps to the logical port using the
data in the state storage 530.

In some embodiments, the observation analyzer generates
a report for the traced packet. Some embodiments provide a
summary report to the user through the input interface 505
that indicates whether the packet successfully reached its
destination(s), to which destinations it was delivered, packet
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information specified in the request (source/destination
addresses, frame size, timeout duration, etc.), the number of
observations received, the number of times the packet was
forwarded, and a time stamp that indicates when the traced
packet was sent by the controller.

In addition, for each observation received, some embodi-
ments include additional information for presentation to the
user. This information may include whether the observation
was sent for forwarding (into a tunnel) or delivery to a desti-
nation, information about the source and destination MFE for
a particular tunnel, time duration from when the packet was
sent by the controller to when the observation was received,
remote IP address (for observations indicating that the packet
was forwarded into a tunnel), and logical port to which the
packet would have been delivered (for observations indicat-
ing delivery). The information may also include whether the
logical forwarding element (e.g., a logical switch, a logical
router, etc.) dropped or forwarded the packet in the logical
network, the reason for the logical forwarding element’s
dropping the packet (e.g., by ingress or egress ACLs, etc.), the
location of the packet within the logical network, etc.

As shown, the controller connects to one or more MFEs
through its MFE interface 525. Through this interface, the
controller (i) distributes physical control plane data to the
MFEs, (i) sends traced packets for insertion into the physical
network at a particular MFE and (iii) receives observations
regarding traced packets from the MFEs in the physical net-
work. In some embodiments, the communications channel
between the controller and the MFE for the purpose of the
packet tracing operations is the same channel through which
the physical control plane entries are pushed down to the
MEFE (e.g., using a particular communication protocol such as
OpenFlow). In some embodiments, the communication
through this interface is a TCP connection between the con-
troller and a specific control port of the MFE (the interface
555, described below). Thus, IP reachability is required
between the controller and the control port of the MFE. Some
embodiments use a specific VLAN for control channel con-
nectivity.

While the controller 500 connects to multiple MFEs, FIG.
5 displays additional detail regarding a particular one of the
MFEs 550, which is illustrative of all of the MFEs in some
embodiments. This MFE 550 may be an edge MFE which
resides in a machine that hosts VMs, a pool node, etc. The
MFE 550 includes a controller interface 555, a packet pro-
cessor 560, a set of forwarding tables 565, a set of registers
570, and a set of ports 575 to other MFEs.

The controller interface 555 enables the MFE to commu-
nicate with the network controller 500. Through this inter-
face, the MFE 550 receives physical control plane data that it
converts (e.g., using a module not shown in this figure) into
physical forwarding plane data that populates the forwarding
tables 565. In addition, through the controller interface 555,
the MFE 550 receives traced packets for processing and sends
observation messages back to the controller.

The packet processor 460 receives packets (e.g., from the
controller interface, from the ports 575) and processes the
packets using the forwarding tables 565. The forwarding
tables 565, in some embodiments, include entries for one or
more unaffiliated logical networks that are virtualized over
the physical network. Each entry includes a condition and a
corresponding action to perform if the condition is matched,
in some embodiments. For instance, a table entry might
specify that if a particular bit is set to 1 in the packet (orin a
register) and a packet is being sent through a tunnel, then send
a particular observation message to the controller. Another
example of a forwarding table entry is that if a packet is

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

18

received from a particular physical port, then set a particular
logical ingress port for the packet in a register.

The registers 570 are used by the packet processor 560 as a
temporary storage when processing a packet (e.g., in
memory). In some embodiments, the packet processor 560
uses one or more registers per packet, such that numerous
registers may be created at a single time when numerous
different packets are being processed. The temporary infor-
mation may include an indication that a packet is for a tracing
operation, a result of a logical or physical forwarding opera-
tion performed on the packet, logical context information that
specifies information about the logical forwarding element
through which a packet is logically sent, etc. In some embodi-
ments, the forwarding table entries that cause the packet
processor 560 to send an observation to controller 500 specify
to write certain data to the registers 570 and then send a copy
of'the packet along with the register contents to the controller
500.

A more detailed description of a MFE of some embodi-
ments can be found in U.S. Publication 2013/0058250, which
is incorporated by reference above. One of ordinary skill in
the art will recognize that both the network controller and the
MFE of some embodiments includes various additional mod-
ules not shown in FIG. 5.

FIG. 6 conceptually illustrates a process 600 performed by
the network controller of some embodiments in order to
execute a packet tracing operation. The process 600 is per-
formed, in some embodiments, by a network controller such
as that shown above in FIG. 5. As shown, the process 600
begins by receiving (at 605) a command to insert a test packet
with specified source and destination addresses on a logical
forwarding element into the physical network managed by the
controller. In some embodiments, the controller requires that
the source and destination addresses be connected to the same
logical [.2 switch (e.g., that they not be located on different .2
switches connected by a router). However, the source or des-
tination address are not necessarily both VMs. For instance,
the packet could be a broadcast packet, or could have as a
source or destination a logical port that connects to an exter-
nal network (e.g., via a gateway). As described above, the
request may additionally include a timeout duration, a pay-
load for the packet, or other parameters.

Next, the process 600 generates (at 610) a packet with the
specified source and destination addresses. In some embodi-
ments, these addresses are MAC addresses that represent
VMs (more specifically, virtual interfaces (VIFs) of VMs),
gateways that connect the logical switch to external networks,
connections to a different logical switch in a different con-
troller domain, etc. The controller logic has the ability to
generate a packet that mimics packets arriving at a MFE from
the source address with the destination address as the
intended recipient. In addition, the controller stores an indi-
cator in the packet (e.g., in the packet header) that denotes the
packet as a traced packet. In some embodiments, the control-
ler uses a specific bit in the logical VLAN portion of the
header. Furthermore, some embodiments append to the end of
the payload additional information regarding the packet trac-
ing operation, such as a controller identifier that uniquely
identifies the controller issuing the packet and a tracing opera-
tion identifier that uniquely identifies the particular trace
operation issued by the controller.

The process then sends (at 615) the generated packet to the
edge MFE associated with the source of the packet. In some
embodiments, this binding information (of logical port to
physical port of an MFE) is stored by the network controller
along with the binding of MAC address to logical port. In
some embodiments, a particular logical port (and thus source
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address) could reside on multiple MFEs. While a VM will be
connected to one MFE, a gateway to an external network or a
connection to a different logical switch domain might con-
nect to several different MFEs (e.g., all of the pool nodes in
the physical domain). In this case, some embodiments allow
the user to specify to which particular physical MFE the
packet will be sent. When the user does not specify one of the
MFEs, the controller chooses one (e.g., randomly, from an
ordered list, etc.) in some embodiments. When sending the
packet to the edge MFE, in some embodiments the controller
also accesses the registers (e.g., via a command over the
communications channel with the MFE) associated with the
packet on the MFE. The controller, in some embodiments,
sets register values at the MFE that mimic those for a packet
received from the specified source address. The behavior of
the edge MFE (as well as the other MFEs that process the
traced packet) will be described in greater detail below in
sub-section 1.B.

The process 600 next receives (at 620) a set of observation
messages from MFEs in the physical network regarding the
generated packet. As will be described in further detail below,
the observation messages are sent to the network controller
when an MFE performs a set of logical or physical forwarding
operation. Some of the logical forwarding operations after
which the MFE sends observation messages include a logical
L2 ingress ACL operation, a logical .2 forwarding operation,
a logical L2 egress ACL operation, a logical .3 ACL opera-
tion, a logical L3 routing operation, and a logical L3 egress
ACL operation. For the physical forwarding operations, some
embodiments send an observation message when either of
two actions is taken by an MFE: (1) the MFE sends the packet
to another MFE via a tunnel, or (2) the MFE delivers the
packet to a logical port.

Different observations provide different information for
the different operations performed by the MFE. For instance,
when the packet is dropped as a result of performing a logical
L2 ingress ACL, the observation includes some or all of the
entries in the ACL, the security policy (e.g., port security) that
was implemented by the ACL, the identity of the logical
forwarding element to which the ACL belongs, etc. For for-
warding via a tunnel, the observation includes an indicator of
the MFE performing the action and a tunnel identifier in some
embodiments. From this information the controller can deter-
mine a remote IP for the tunnel using the network state data
that it stores. This may be the remote IP of a port at the
destination MFE of the tunnel. In some embodiments, the
tunnel may also end at an entity in an external network (e.g.,
if the logical port to which the packet is sent corresponds to a
remote [P in an external network). For delivery to a logical
port, the observation of some embodiments includes an indi-
cator of the MFE performing the action and a physical port
through which the packet would be delivered if it was not a
traced packet. From this information, the controller can deter-
mine a logical port identifier (e.g., of a gateway, a VM, etc.) to
which the packet is sent based on the mappings stored in its
network state data.

Finally, the process 600 generates (at 625) a report based
on the received observation messages, then ends. The report,
in some embodiments, indicates whether the packet success-
fully reached its destination(s), to which destinations the
packet was delivered, packet information specified in the
request (source/destination addresses, frame size, timeout
duration, etc.), the number of observations received, how
many times the packet was forwarded, and a time stamp that
indicates when the traced packet was sent by the controller.

In addition, for each observation received, some embodi-
ments include additional information. This information may
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include whether the observation was sent for forwarding (into
a tunnel) or delivery to a destination, information about the
source and destination MFE for a particular tunnel, time
duration from when the packet was sent by the controller to
when the observation was received (which is useful for mea-
suring the latency of the network), remote IP address (for
observations indicating that the packet was forwarded into a
tunnel), and logical port to which the packet would have been
delivered (for observations indicating delivery).

B. MFE Operation

The above sub-section I.A. describes the behavior of the
single network controller to perform a packet tracing opera-
tion, as well as the structure of the MFEs that send observa-
tions. As mentioned, the single network controller inserts a
traceable packet into the network at a particular MFE and then
receives observation messages from the MFEs through which
the packet passes. The following section describes in further
detail the operation of the MFEs to process the packets and
generate the observation messages.

As mentioned above, an MFE of some embodiments per-
forms one or more logical or physical forwarding operations
and sends an observation messages after performing a logical
or physical forwarding operation. The next two figures, FIGS.
7 and 8, illustrate a MFE that sends observation messages
after performing physical forwarding operations. Section 11
will describe a MFE that sends observation messages after
performing logical forwarding operations as well as physical
forwarding operations.

FIG. 7 conceptually illustrates the processing performed
by a MFE 700 that receives a packet from a network control-
ler, processes the packet, sends the packet out over a tunnel,
and sends an observation to the network controller. This fig-
ure illustrates the processing over four stages 705-720.

The MFE 700 of some embodiments may be a software
forwarding element that runs on or within a hypervisor on a
VM host in a virtualized environment. That is, in some
embodiments the MFE 700 is one piece of software that runs
in the same physical machine as VMs that connect to the
physical network through the MFE 700. In some embodi-
ments, the MFE 700 may be either a software or hardware
forwarding element that operates on a dedicated box, separate
from the machines hosting VMs. For instance, the pool nodes
of some embodiments are dedicated boxes with software or
hardware forwarding elements for performing the pool node
functionality.

As shown at the first stage 705, the MFE 700 includes one
or more forwarding tables 725 and one or more registers 730.
The forwarding tables 725, in some embodiments, include
forwarding entries pushed down to the MFE 700 from a
network controller as physical control plane data and then
converted into physical forwarding plane data by the MFE.
The forwarding tables 725, in some embodiments, include
entries for several unaffiliated logical networks that are vir-
tualized over the physical network. For instance, if the
machine on which the MFE 700 resides hosts VMs belonging
to seven different logical networks, then the forwarding tables
725 include entries for these seven different networks, while
maintaining isolation between the networks.

The registers 730 of the MFE 700 serve as temporary,
quick-access storage for information while processing a
packet. As described in detail in U.S. Publication 2013/
0058250, which is incorporated by reference above, some
embodiments resubmit a packet to the forwarding tables of
the MFE several times in order to fully process the packet.
During this processing, the MFE 700 uses the registers 730 to
temporarily store information (e.g., logical context informa-
tion, packet tracing information, etc.) about the packet. In
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addition, some embodiments send the contents of the regis-
ters to the controller as part of an observation message.

At the first stage 705, the MFE 700 receives a packet 735
directly from a network controller that manages the MFE. As
described above, in some embodiments the network control-
ler uses the same channel to send this packet as to send flow
entries. In other embodiments, the packet is sent through a
different channel. As shown, the packet 735 includes a pay-
load and a set of headers. The payload may be specified by the
user, or a default payload may be used. The headers include a
source MAC address and a destination MAC address as speci-
fied by the user who requests the packet tracing operation,
among other data, in some embodiments. Furthermore, as
illustrated, the headers include a trace indicator bit that is set
to “1” to indicate that the packet is a traced packet. In some
embodiments, this bitis set within alogical VLLAN field of the
header. In addition, appended to the payload (either within the
payload portion of the packet or after the payload portion), the
packet 735 includes trace operation data. This trace operation
data includes, in some embodiments, a controller 1D that
identifies the issuing controller as well as a trace operation
session 1D that identifies the particular trace operation that
issued the packet. In some cases, multiple trace packets for
multiple trace operations may be issued, and the trace data
allows the controller to identify to which trace operation a
particular observation applies.

Furthermore, along with the packet, the controller of some
embodiments sends a command to set register information so
as to mimic the receiving of the packet through a particular
physical port associated with the source address. In the case
of a packet for which the source is a VM, the register data
simply indicates a physical port to which the VM connects.
When the MFE actually receives a traffic (non-trace opera-
tion) packet from the VM through this physical port (e.g.,
virtual interface), the MFE sets this physical port in the reg-
ister. Because the traced packet is not actually received
through this physical port, the controller command sets the
physical port in the register so that the MFE treats the packet
using the same flow entries (i.e., so the same flow entries
match the packet).

The “source” of the traced packet (as set by the user
requesting the trace) might not be a VM, however. For
example, the source could be a gateway that connects to an
external network (e.g., an unmanaged network). In this case,
the MFE 1300 to which the packet is sent would be an
extender in some embodiments that contains a port facing the
external network. However, whereas a physical port on an
edge MFE only connects to a single VM in general, this port
on the extender may face numerous external networks that
connect to different logical networks, which correspond to
different logical ports (potentially of different logical
switches). Accordingly, some embodiments use different
physical VLLANSs to bridge into different logical ports, and this
VLAN data as well as the physical port will be set in the
register for trace operation packets.

In other trace operations, the source might be a remote
domain that connects to the local domain via a pool node via
a particular tunnel with a specific interdomain context. For
these operations, the controller of some embodiments sets in
the registers for the packet both the physical port of the pool
node over which packets from the particular tunnel are
received and the interdomain context.

In some embodiments, the controller also sets one or more
bits in the register to indicate that the packet is a trace packet
received from the controller. VMs or other entities on the
network sending packets to the MFE do not have access to the
registers, so this prevents such entities from sending out their
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own trace packets. Without such a precaution, a VM could
send numerous (e.g., thousands, millions, etc.) trace packets
to the MFE as part of a denial of service attack on a controller,
as these packets would spawn numerous observations sent to
the controller.

The MFE 700 receives the packet 735 and begins process-
ing the packet through its forwarding tables. As mentioned,
the forwarding tables include numerous flow entries (e.g., on
the order of hundreds or thousands of entries), which take the
form of a match and corresponding action or set of actions.
That is, if the packet matches a flow entry, the entry specifies
one or more actions for the MFE to take. In addition, in some
embodiments the flow entries have different priorities, such
that if two or more entries are matched, the MFE performs the
action or actions for the entry with the highest priority. As
shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables 725 in the
second stage 710, at this stage a flow entry is matched that
specifies to modify a particular bit in a particular register in
order to indicate that the current packet is a traced packet.
Thus, as shown, one of the registers 730 is modified to specify
this trace indicator bit. In some embodiments, this entry has a
high priority so that the first operation the MFE performs
upon receiving a traced packet is to set this register bit. In
some embodiments, this bit is set by the controller specifying
register values and therefore this flow entry is not required.

In the third stage 715, a different flow entry is matched, as
shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables 725. This
flow entry specifies to send the packet to a different MFE via
a particular tunnel. Not shown in this diagram are several
processing entries that would be matched in between the
second and third stages 710 and 715. In some embodiments,
to get to the point of sending the packet out via a tunnel, the
MFE would have already identified the source address stored
in the packet and/or physical inport entered in the register as
correlating to a particular logical input port (and therefore a
particular logical switch), performed logical L2 forwarding to
identify a destination logical port that correlates to the pack-
et’s destination address (and updated or encapsulated the
packet with a logical context that includes at least the desti-
nation logical port), and mapped that destination logical port
to a physical destination.

For instance, if the trace packet specifies a source MAC A
and a destination MAC B (both corresponding to VMs), and
the physical port specified in the register is port P (which is the
port of the MFE 700 to which the VM having MAC A con-
nects), then the MFE first maps the physical port P to a logical
port X on logical switching element Q. Because the logical
switching element Q is then matched (e.g., with this informa-
tion stored in a register), the MFE then maps the destination
address B to a logical port Y on the logical switching element
Q, and encapsulates the packet with the destination logical
port Y. This logical port Y maps to a remote destination Z
(e.g., aremote IP or a port of a different MFE). Based on this
remote destination Z, the MFE determines to encapsulate the
packet to be sent in a tunnel T.

At the fourth stage 720, the resubmitted packet matches a
flow entry to write data to the registers for the packet and to
send an observation to the controller based on (i) the trace
indicator bit stored in the register and (ii) the decision to send
the packet out through a tunnel. As shown, the MFE sends an
observation message to the network controller from which it
received the packet. In some embodiments, this observation
message contains (i) the packet as received and (ii) the con-
tents of the registers. As such, in some embodiments the flow
entry that specifies to send the observation also specifies that
the MFE first write certain data into the registers.
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This data, which is then sent as part of observation message
740, includes (i) an indicator that the observation is a forward-
ing observation (i.e., that the traced packet is being sent into
a tunnel), (ii) a MFE ID specitying that the MFE 700 is
sending the observation, and (iii) a tunnel ID denoting the
tunnel through which the packet is sent. Some embodiments
also send a remote IP of the MFE at which the tunnel termi-
nates, while in other embodiments the controller determines
this data based on its stored network state information. One of
ordinary skill in the art will recognize that different forward-
ing observations may include different information.

As indicated, the MFE 700 sends the packet 735 as
received to the controller as part of the observation message in
some embodiments. In other embodiments, the MFE sends to
the controller the packet with the encapsulations that is sent to
the MFE (described below). The controller, in some embodi-
ments, only uses the packet to read the trace data stored in the
packet (e.g., the controller ID and the trace operation session
1D), and reads all other pertinent information from the regis-
ter contents sent as the observation message.

Furthermore, the MFE 700 also sends out the packet 735
through the tunnel to another MFE (e.g., the destination MFE,
a pool node that connects to a destination MFE, etc.), which
is now further encapsulated. In addition to the previous head-
ers, the packet is now encapsulated with a logical context
(e.g., the destination logical port) and a tunnel encapsulation.
In some embodiments, the MFE 700 also clears out the reg-
isters after processing the packet 735 (e.g., deletes the regis-
ters from memory).

The previous example illustrates an MFE processing a
packet from a controller and sending a forwarding observa-
tion message. In the managed networks of some embodi-
ments, MFEs also send observations when delivering traced
packets to logical ports. FIG. 8 conceptually illustrates the
processing performed by a MFE 800 that receives a packet
from another MFE through a tunnel, processes the packet,
identifies that the packet should be delivered to a logical port
from the MFE, and sends an observation to the network
controller. This figure illustrates the processing over four
stages 805-820.

As with the MFE 700, the MFE 800 of some embodiments
may be a software forwarding element that runs on or within
a hypervisor on a VM host in a virtualized environment. In
this case, the MFE operates within the same machine that
hosts the destination VM for the processed packet. However,
delivery observations can also be generated for the delivery of
packets to external network gateways, logical routers, inter-
connects to a different logical switch managed by a different
controller, or other entities that connect to a logical port of a
logical switch.

As shown at the first stage 805, the MFE 800 includes one
or more forwarding tables 825 and one or more registers 830.
Like the forwarding tables of the MFE 700, the forwarding
tables 825 of some embodiments include forwarding entries
pushed down to the MFE 800 from a network controller as
physical control plane data and then converted into physical
forwarding plane data by the MFE. The forwarding tables
825, in some embodiments, include entries for several unaf-
filiated logical networks that are virtualized over the physical
network. For instance, if the machine on which the MFE
resides hosts VMs belonging to five different logical net-
works, then the forwarding tables 825 include entries for
these five different networks, while maintaining isolation
between the networks.

Like the registers of the MFE 700, the registers 830 serve as
temporary, quick-access storage for information while pro-
cessing a packet. Some embodiments resubmit a packet to the
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forwarding tables of the MFE (through a dispatch port) sev-
eral times in order to fully process the packet. During this
processing, the MFE 800 uses the registers 730 to temporarily
store information (e.g., logical context information, packet
tracing information, etc.) about the packet. In addition, some
embodiments send the contents of the registers to the control-
ler as part of an observation message.

At the first stage 805, the MFE 800 receives a packet 835
through a tunnel from a different MFE. The packet 835 is
similar to the packet 735 after the fourth stage 720 of F1G. 7,
in that the packet is encapsulated with a logical context and
tunnel information. While the tunnel through which the
packet is sent terminates at two MFEs, in between these two
MFEs may be one or more unmanaged forwarding elements
that make up a physical network over which packets are sent.
In addition, like the packet of the previous figure, the packet
835 includes a payload and a set of headers. As illustrated, the
headers include a trace indicator bit that is set to “1” to
indicate that the packet is a traced packet. In some embodi-
ments, this bitis set within a logical VL AN field of the header.
While shown as a single bit, some embodiments use more
than one bit in the logical VLAN field or a different location
of the packet to indicate that a packet is traced. In addition,
appended to the payload (either within the payload portion of
the packet or after the payload portion), the packet 835
includes trace operation data. As described above for FIG. 7,
this trace operation data includes, in some embodiments, a
controller ID that identifies the issuing controller as well as a
trace operation session ID that identifies the particular trace
operation that issued the packet. Because this packet is
received through a tunnel and not from a controller, no reg-
ister data is set initially. Instead, the physical input port is
identified (because the packet actually is received through a
physical port as network traffic in this case) and stored in a
register.

The MFE 800 receives the packet 835 and begins process-
ing the packet through its forwarding tables. As mentioned,
the forwarding tables include numerous flow entries (e.g., on
the order of hundreds or thousands of entries), which take the
form a match and corresponding action. As shown by the
thicker line in the forwarding tables 825 in the second stage
810, at this stage a flow entry that is matched specifies to
modify a particular bit in a particular register in order to
indicate that the current packet is a traced packet. Thus, as
shown, one of the registers 830 is modified to specify this
trace indicator bit.

In the third stage 815, a different flow entry is matched, as
shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables 825. This
flow entry specifies to deliver the packet to its destination
logical port. Not shown in this diagram are several processing
entries that would be matched in between the second and third
stages 810 and 815. In some embodiments, to get to the point
of delivering the packet to a logical port, the MFE would have
already removed the tunnel encapsulation, read the logical
context into a register, etc.

At the fourth stage 820, the resubmitted packet matches a
flow entry to write data to the registers for the packet, send an
observation to the controller based on (i) the trace indicator
bit stored in the register and (ii) the decision made at the third
stage 815 to deliver the packet to its destination logical port,
and to drop the packet (i.e., not actually deliver the packet to
the logical port). As shown, the MFE sends an observation
message to the network controller that issued the packet (in
some embodiments, all of the MFEs within a single domain
are managed by one controller). In some embodiments, this
observation message contains (i) the packet as generated by
the controller (i.e., without the logical context and tunnel
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encapsulation) and (ii) the contents of the registers for the
packet. As such, in some embodiments the flow entry that
specifies to send the observation also specifies that the MFE
first write certain data into the registers.

This data, which is then sent as part of the observation
message 840, includes (i) an indicator that the observation is
adelivery observation (i.e., that the traced packed would have
been successfully delivered to a logical port if it was a real
data packet), (ii) a MFE ID specifying that the MFE 800 is
sending the observation, and (iii) a physical port ID denoting
the port to which the packet would have been delivered. Some
embodiments also send the destination logical port, while in
other embodiments the controller determines this data based
on its stored network state information.

As indicated, the MFE 800 sends the packet 835 to the
controller as part of the observation message. In some
embodiments, the MFE sends the packet without the encap-
sulations (i.e., just the original headers, payload, and trace
operation data). In other embodiments, the MFE sends to the
controller the packet with the encapsulations as received from
the previous MFE. The controller, in some embodiments,
only uses the packet to read the trace data stored in the packet
(e.g., the controller ID and the trace operation session 1D),
and reads all other pertinent information from the register
contents sent as the observation message. Furthermore, as
noted, the MFE does not deliver the packet to its destination,
because it is only a test packet. Because the packet is inserted
at a first MFE and dropped by a second MFE, the test packets
are never seen by the endpoints (e.g., the VMs), and thus do
not affect the user workloads in any way.

C. Example Packet Tracing Operations

The above sub-sections I.A. and I.B. described in detail the
operation of the network controllers and MFEs of some
embodiments. This sub-section I.C. describes several
example packet-tracing operations and the observations sent
to the controller for these operations. In these examples, the
packets are all delivered to their endpoint, in order to illustrate
the full scope of observations sent for various examples.
However, one of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that in
the situations, for various different reasons (e.g., corrupted
flow entries in the forwarding tables of one or more MFEs),
the packets may not be fully delivered, in which case some of
the observations may not be sent.

FIG. 9 conceptually illustrates an example for a traced
packet that is generated and injected by the single network
controller and then is sent through a pool node between the
source MFE and destination MFE. As shown, this example
illustrates a controller 905, a first edge MFE 910, a second
edge MFE 915, and a pool node 920 (also an MFE). In
addition, the example illustrates various packets and obser-
vations with encircled numbers to indicate an order in which
the various data (packets, observation messages) are sent
within the network.

As shown by the encircled 1, initially the controller 905
receives a request (e.g., as described above by reference to
FIG. 5). In this case, the request specifies a source logical port
that maps to a VM connected to the first MFE 910 and a
destination logical port that maps to a VM connected to the
second MFE 915. In response to the request, the controller
905 generates a packet 925 and sends this to the MFE 910
(shown by the encircled 2), along with a command to process
the packet. The header of the packet 925 specifies the source
and destination addresses received in the request, as well as a
trace indicator that marks the packet as a test packet for a trace
operation.

The first edge MFE 910 processes the packet (e.g., as
shown above in FIG. 7), and its forwarding table entries in
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some embodiments indicate to forward the packet to the pool
node 920. In some embodiments, this may be because the
edge MFE 910 does not have a direct tunnel connection to the
edge MFE 915. In this case, the edge MFE 910 (i) encapsu-
lates the packet with a logical context tag that specifies a
destination logical port corresponding to the destination
MAC address and (ii) further encapsulates the packet using
tunnel encapsulation with an IP address for a port of the pool
node 920. Furthermore, the forwarding table entries also
specify to send an observation message to the controller
because a register bit at the MFE has been modified to identify
the packet as associated with a trace operation. Thus, as
shown by the encircled 3, the first MFE 910 sends both an
observation 930 to the controller 905 and a packet 935 to the
pool node 920. In some embodiments, this is a forwarding
observation message that specifies the ID of the MFE 910 and
the tunneling information between the edge MFE 910 and the
pool node 920, as described above by reference to FIG. 7. The
packet 935 is the same as the packet 935 in some embodi-
ments, with the additional encapsulations mentioned above.

The pool node 920 of some embodiments receives the
packet, sets a register bit based on the trace indicator stored in
the packet, removes the tunnel encapsulation, and identifies
that the destination logical port is located at the edge MFE
915. Thus, much like the edge MFE 910, the pool node
encapsulates the packet in a tunnel (this time terminating at
the edge MFE 915). As shown by the encircled 4, the pool
node 920 sends both an observation 940 to the controller 905
and a packet 945 to the edge MFE 915. In some embodiments,
like the observation 930, this is a forwarding observation
message that specifies the ID of the pool node 920 and the
tunneling information between the pool node 920 and the
edge MFE 915, as described above by reference to FIG. 7.
The packet 945 is the same as the packet 935 in some embodi-
ments, with the different tunnel encapsulation.

The MFE 915 receives this packet 945, which still includes
the trace indicator, and is encapsulated with the destination
logical port. The receiving MFE 915 reads this destination
logical port and identifies (via its forwarding table entries) to
deliver the packet to the VM associated with the destination
logical port. However, based on additional entries that (i)
modify a register at the MFE to indicate the trace packet and
(ii) read this register when delivering to the logical port, the
MFE 915 instead drops the packet and sends an observation
950 (indicated by the encircled 5) to the controller 905. In
some embodiments, this is a delivery observation message
that specifies the ID of the MFE 915 and the port to which the
packet would have been delivered, as described above by
reference to FIG. 8.

Inthe above example, the traced packet specifies a singular
destination address. FIG. 10 conceptually illustrates an
example for a traced broadcast packet. As shown, this
example illustrates a controller 905, a first edge MFE 910, a
second edge MFE 915, a third MFE 1020 and a pool node
1020 (also an MFE). In addition, as with the previous figure,
the example illustrates various packets and observations with
encircled numbers to indicate an order in which the various
data (packets, observation messages) are sent within the net-
work. In this case, the logical switch being examined has only
three logical ports corresponding to three VMs, located at the
hosts on which the three edge MFEs 1010-1020 operated.

As shown by the encircled 1, initially the controller 1005
receives a request (e.g., as described above by reference to
FIG. 5). In this case, the request specifies a source logical port
that maps to a VM connected to the first MFE 1010. In
addition, rather than specifying a particular destination logi-
cal port, the request specifies to send a broadcast packet to the
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logical switch. In response to the request, the controller 1005
generates a broadcast packet 1030 and sends this to the MFE
1010 (shown by the encircled 2), along with a command to
process the packet. The header of the packet 1030 specifies
the source address and the broadcast destination received in
the request, as well as a trace indicator that marks the packet
as a test packet for a trace operation.

The first edge MFE 1010 processes the packet (e.g., as
shown above in FIG. 7), and its forwarding table entries in
some embodiments indicate to forward broadcast packets to
the pool node 1025. Furthermore, the forwarding table entries
also specify to send an observation message to the controller
because a register bit at the MFE 1010 has been modified to
identify the packet as associated with a trace operation. Thus,
as shown by the encircled 3, the first MFE 1010 sends both an
observation 1035 to the controller 1005 and a packet 1040 to
the pool node 1025. In some embodiments, this is a forward-
ing observation message that specifies the ID of the MFE
1010 and the tunneling information between the edge MFE
1010 and the pool node 1025, as described above by reference
to FIG. 7. The packet 1040 is the same as the packet 1040 in
some embodiments, with the additional tunneling encapsula-
tion mentioned above.

The pool node 1025 of some embodiments receives the
packet, sets a register bit based on the trace indicator stored in
the packet, removes the tunnel encapsulation, and identifies
the packet as a broadcast packet. In some embodiments, the
pool node 1025 converts the broadcast packet into a set of
unicast packets with the different destinations of the MAC
addresses connected to the logical switch (excluding the
source address). For each of these unicast packets, the pool
node 1025 (i) encapsulates the packet with a logical context
tag specifying the destination logical port for the packet and
(ii) further encapsulates the packet using tunnel encapsula-
tion with an IP address for a port of the destination MFE at
which the logical port is located. Thus, as shown by the
encircled 4 and 5, the pool node sends (i) a packet 1045 to the
edge MFE 1015 and a corresponding observation 1050 to the
controller 1005, and (ii) a packet 1055 to the edge MFE 1020
and a corresponding observation 1060 to the controller 1005.
Each of these observations is a forwarding observation indi-
cating the respective tunneling data to the MFEs.

Each of the MFEs 1015 and 1020 receive their respective
packets 1045 and 1055, which still include the trace indicator
and are encapsulated with their respective destination logical
ports. The receiving MFEs 1015 and 1020 read the destina-
tion logical ports and identify (via their forwarding table
entries) to deliver their packets to the VMs associated with the
destination logical ports. However, based on additional
entries at each of the MFEs that (i) modify a register at the
MEFE to indicate the trace packet and (ii) read this register
when delivering to the logical port, the MFEs 1015 and 1020
instead drop the packets and sends observations 1065 and
1070 (indicated by the encircled 6 and 7) to the controller
1005. In some embodiments, each of these are delivery obser-
vation messages that specify the ID of the MFE 1015 and
1020 respectively, and the ports to which the packets would
have been delivered, as described above by reference to FIG.
8.

II. Tracing by Multiple Network Controllers

The above section described examples of tracing operation
performed by a single network controller that generates and
injects a trace packet and receives the observations from the
MFEs to generate a report. This section describes examples of
tracing operation performed by a controller cluster that
includes several logical controllers and physical controllers.
As mentioned above, the logical controllers of some embodi-
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ments generate trace packets and the physical controllers of
some embodiments receive the observations from the MFEs
that they manage.

A. Logical and Physical Controllers

FIG. 11 conceptually illustrates a logical controller 1100
and a physical controller 1135 as well as a MFE 1175. The
logical controller 1100 and the physical controller 1135 rep-
resent controllers in a controller cluster, such as the controller
cluster 305 described above by reference to FIG. 3. As men-
tioned above, the network controllers in a controller cluster
form a hierarchy. For a tracing operation, a logical controller
is at the top of the hierarchy, receiving trace requests from the
user and generating trace packets. A physical controller is
below the logical controllers in the hierarchy, relays the trace
packets from the logical controllers to the MFEs, and receives
the observations from the MFEs that the physical controller
manages.

As shown, the logical controller 1100 includes an input
interface 1105, an nl.og state computation module 1110, a
packet generator 1115, an observation aggregator 1120, and
an inter-controller interface 1125. In addition, the network
controller 1100 includes one or more state storage databases
1130, which in some embodiments store input and/or output
of'the nlog state computation module 1110.

The input interface 1105 of some embodiments is similar to
the input interface 505 of the single network controller 500
described above by reference to FIG. 5. The input interface
1105 receives input from one or more users to define logical
networks as well as requests to trace packets sent through a set
of logical switches and logical routers on such logical net-
works. For example, a user could define a logical switch
shown in FIG. 1, described above, and a logical router shown
in FIG. 20, that will be described further below. In addition,
with such logical switches or routers defined and imple-
mented within the physical network managed by a controller
cluster (which includes a number of MFEs), the user could
request a packet tracing operation for a packet sent from one
logical port to another logical port (e.g., two logical ports on
the same logical switch, one logical port of a first logical
switch to another logical port of a second logical switch via a
logical router, etc.).

In some embodiments, a request that the user specifies is
the same regardless of whether the controller cluster includes
a single controller or a hierarchy of controllers. Therefore, in
these embodiments, the request received at the input interface
1105 specifies the same information as the request received at
the input interface 500 specifies—e.g., a source logical port
(as a MAC address, a port UUID, etc.), a destination address
or port, and other information about the packet.

When the input interface 1105 receives a specification of a
logical network, the interface of some embodiments trans-
lates this specification into logical control plane data that
defines the logical network, and passes this data to the nLLog
state computation module 1110. In some embodiments, the
input interface 1105 reads this logical control plane data into
input tables of the state computation module 1110. The nL.og
state computation module 1110 of some embodiments
includes a table mapping engine with a set of input tables and
output tables, and maps records in the input tables to records
in the output tables according to a set of rules. More specifi-
cally, some embodiments translate logical control plane data
into logical forwarding plane data and subsequently translate
the logical forwarding plane data into physical control plane
data that can be passed down to the MFEs that implement the
logical network.

In some embodiments, the logical controller does not
directly send the physical control plane data to the MFEs.
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Rather, the logical controller propagates the physical control
plane data to a set of physical controllers, each of which
manages one or more of the MFEs that implement the logical
network. In some embodiments, the logical controller trans-
lates the logical forwarding plane data into universal physical
control plane data to propagate to a set of physical controllers.
In some of these embodiments, the physical controllers cus-
tomize the universal physical control plane data into custom-
ized physical control plane data before sending them to the
MFEs that implement the logical network. The translation
from logical control plane data to logical forwarding plane
data and then to universal physical control plane data is
described in U.S. Publication 2013/0103817, which is incor-
porated above.

As mentioned above, some embodiments include flow
entries for the trace operation, which are passed to the MFEs.
For instance, these entries specify that if the packet being
allowed to access the logical switch is a traced packet, then
certain data should be copied to the registers and sent as an
observation message to the controller. More specifically, a
flow entry might state “If the packet is allowed to access the
logical switch through a logical ingress port and register bit
J=1-=copy MFE ID and the ingress ACL entries to registers
and send register data with packet to controller”. Similarly, a
flow entry might state “If the packet is disallowed to exit the
logical switch through a logical egress port and register bit
J=1-=copy MFE ID and the egress ACL entries to register
and send register data with packet to controller”. These flow
entries, like the other physical control plane data, are con-
verted by the MFE into physical forwarding plane data in the
forwarding tables of the MFE, as described below.

In some embodiments, the nl.og state computation module
1110 stores its output state in the state storage database(s)
1130. This database 1130 stores MAC address to logical port
bindings, physical control plane data output by the nLLog state
computation module 1110, and other data in some embodi-
ments. The operations of the nlLog state computation module
1110 may take place at a different time than the packet tracing
operations.

The packet generator 1115 receives requests to trace pack-
ets through the input interface 1105. The packet generator
1115, in some embodiments, receives the source and destina-
tion logical ports, payload specification, frame size, etc., and
generates a packet with the appropriate headers and payload.
Inaddition, the packet generator 1115 appends an indicator in
the packet that specifies to a MFE processing the packet that
the packetis a traced packet. This signifies to the MFE (1) that
it should send observations back to the controller when it
performs specific logical or physical forwarding operations
on the packet and (2) that it should drop the packet once it has
made the decision to deliver the packet to its intended recipi-
ent at the destination address. In addition, some embodiments
append an identifier for the issuing controller (i.e., the logical
controller 1100) as well as a trace operation session ID to
differentiate between multiple packet tracing operations.
Some embodiments append this data at the end of the pay-
load. After generating the packet, the controller sends the
packet to a physical controller that manages the appropriate
MEFE (that which connects to the source logical port) through
the inter-controller interface 1125.

The observation aggregator 1120 receives analyses of
observations about a traced packet. In some embodiments, the
analyses of observations come from the physical controllers
that manage the MFEs that send the observations to the physi-
cal controllers. In some embodiments, a MFE sends a set of
observations to a physical controller that manages the MFE
by sending an observation whenever it performs a logical or
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physical forwarding operation on the traced packet. The
analyses of observations are received at the inter-controller
interface 1125 and sent to the observation aggregate 1120.

In some embodiments, the analyses of observations are
certain data deduced from the observations by the controllers
thatreceive the observations from the MFEs. The observation
aggregator 1120 aggregates these analyses of the observa-
tions and uses them to generate a report on the requested trace
operation. Performing analyses on the observations by the
physical controllers will be described further below.

In some embodiments, it is the logical controller that per-
forms analyses on the observations. In these embodiments,
the physical controllers receiving the observations do not
perform the analyses on the observations and just relay the
observations to the logical controller that generated the traced
packet. The logical controller then performs the analyses on
the observations and generates a report for the traced packet.

In some embodiments, the observation aggregator 1120
generates a report for the traced packet. Some embodiments
provide a summary report to the user through the input inter-
face 1105 that indicates whether the packet successfully
reached its destination(s), to which destinations it was deliv-
ered, packet information specified in the request (source/
destination addresses, frame size, timeout duration, etc.), the
number of observations received, the number of times the
packet was forwarded, and a time stamp that indicates when
the traced packet was sent by the controller.

The logical controller 1100 connects to one or more physi-
cal controllers through its inter-controller interface 1125.
Through this interface, the logical controller sends traced
packets to the physical controllers and receives the analyses
of'the observations from the physical controllers. In addition,
the logical controller exchanges other data with physical con-
trollers. For instance, the logical controller sends the physical
control plane data or the universal control plane data to the
physical controllers. In some embodiments, the communica-
tion channels between the logical controller 1100 and the
physical controllers are remote procedure call (RPC) chan-
nels, used for the exchange of network state data (e.g., the
physical control plane data), the packets generated by the
logical controller, and the observation analysis sent to the
logical controller.

As shown in the middle portion of FIG. 11, the physical
controller 1135 includes an inter-controller interface 1145, an
nl.og state computation module 1150, a packet analyzer
1155, an observation analyzer 1160, and a MFE interface
1165. In addition, the physical controller 1135 includes one
or more state storage database 1170, which in some embodi-
ments stores input and/or output of the nl.og state computa-
tion module 1110.

The inter-controller interface 1145 facilitates data
exchange between the physical controller 1135 and other
logical and physical controllers. In particular, the inter-con-
troller interface 1145 receives trace packets from one or more
logical controllers. Also, the inter-controller interface 1156
receives universal physical control plane data or physical
control plane data from the logical controllers. As mentioned
above, the communication channels between the physical
controller 1135 and other controllers are RPC channels in
some embodiments.

The packet analyzer 1155 receives trace packets from the
inter-controller interface 1145. When the packet analyzer
1155 receives atrace packet, the packet analyzer identifies the
MFE at which to inject the trace packet. In some embodi-
ments, the packet analyzer 1155 first identifies the source
logical port of the packet and looks up the mappings between
the logical ports and physical ports in the network state data
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stored in the state storage 1170. The packet analyzer then
finds an MFE that has the physical port to which the source
logical port of the packet is mapped, which should be one of
the MFEs that it manages (as otherwise the logical controller
would not have sent the packet to the particular physical
controller). In some embodiments, the communication with
the trace packet from the logical controller specifies a par-
ticular MFE at which to inject the packet. The physical con-
troller 1135 sends the packet to the appropriate MFE through
the MFE interface 1165.

The observation analyzer 1160 receives observations about
a traced packet sent by the MFEs to the physical controller
1135. In some embodiments, a MFE sends a set of observa-
tions to the physical controller that manages this MFE when-
ever the MFE performs a logical or physical forwarding
operation on a trace packet. In addition, when a MFE delivers
atraced packet to its destination (or would deliver the packet,
if it was not a traced packet injected to the MFE by the
physical controller), the MFE sends an observation to the
physical controller. These observations are received at the
MFE interface 1165 and sent to the observation analyzer
1160.

The observation analyzer 1160 of some embodiments per-
forms operations to deduce certain data from the received
observations. For observations containing the results of per-
forming logical forwarding operations (e.g., a logical [.2
ingress ACL operation), the observation analyzer 1160 of
some embodiments extracts relevant information out of the
observation or reformats the information so that the logical
controller can generate a report by aggregating the informa-
tion. The observation analyzer 1160 sends the deduced datato
the logical controller that generated the trace packet, through
the inter-controller interface 1145.

When the inter-controller interface 1145 receives physical
control plane data, the interface passes this data to the nLLog
state computation module 1150. In some embodiments, the
input interface 1150 reads this data into input tables of the
state computation module 1150. The nl.og state computation
module 1150 of some embodiments includes a table mapping
engine with a set of input tables and output tables, and maps
records in the input tables to records in the output tables
according to a set of rules. More specifically, some embodi-
ments identify the MFEs to which to send the physical control
plane data to so that the MFEs can further translate the physi-
cal control plane data into physical forwarding plane data to
implement the logical network.

When the inter-controller interface 1145 receives universal
physical control plane data, the interface reads this data into
input tables of the state computation module 1150. The nL.og
state computation module 1150 translates universal physical
control plane data into customized physical control plane data
that can be passed down to the MFEs that implement the
logical network. In other embodiments, the universal physical
control plane data is passed to all of the MFEs that are con-
nected to the physical controller 1135 without being pro-
cessed by the nlog state computation module 1150. The
MFEs, rather than the physical controllers, perform the trans-
lation of the universal physical control plane data into cus-
tomized physical control plane data and then into physical
forwarding data.

In some embodiments, the nl.og state computation module
1150 stores its output state in the state storage database(s)
1170. This database 1170 stores MAC address to logical port
bindings, logical port to physical port bindings, physical con-
trol plane data, and other data in some embodiments. The
operations of the nlLog state computation module 1150 may
take place at a different time than the packet tracing opera-
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tions. That is, a user may initially set up a logical network,
which requires operations by both the nLog state computation
module 1110 of the logical controller 1100 and the nLLog state
computation module 1150 of the physical controller 1135 in
order to generate flow entries for implementing the logical
network within a set of MFEs. At a later time, this user could
initiate a packet tracing operation within the network in order
to test various aspects of the logical network.

In some embodiments, the physical controller 1135 con-
nects to one or more MFEs through its MFE interface 1165.
Through this interface, the controller (i) distributes physical
control plane data to the MFEs, (ii) sends traced packets for
insertion into the physical network at a particular MFE and
(iii) receives observations regarding traced packets from the
MFEs in the physical network. In some embodiments, the
communications channel between the controller and the MFE
for the purpose of the packet tracing operations is the same
channel through which the physical control plane entries are
pushed down to the MFE (e.g., using a particular communi-
cation protocol such as OpenFlow). In some embodiments,
the communication through this interface is a TCP connection
between the controller and a specific control port of the MFE.
Thus, IP reachability is required between the controller and
the control port of the MFE. Some embodiments use a spe-
cific VLAN for control channel connectivity.

While the physical controller 1135 may communicate with
one or more MFEs, FIG. 11 displays additional detail regard-
ing a particular one of the MFEs 1175, which is illustrative of
all of the MFEs in some embodiments. This MFE 1175 may
be an edge MFE which resides in a machine that hosts VMs,
a pool node, etc. The MFE 1175 includes a controller inter-
face 1180, a packet processor 1185, a set of forwarding tables
1190, a set of registers 1195, and a set of ports 1199 to other
MFEs.

The controller interface 1180 enables the MFE to commu-
nicate with a physical controller. Through this interface, the
MFE 1175 receives universal physical control plane data or
customized physical control plane data that it converts (e.g.,
using a module not shown in this figure) into physical for-
warding plane data that populates the forwarding tables 1190.
In some embodiments, the MFE 1175 receives universal
physical control plane data and converts it into customized
physical control plane data using an nlLog state computation
module located at the MFE. This customized physical control
plane data is then converted into physical forwarding plane
data by the MFE. The physical forwarding plane data imple-
ments the logical forwarding operations as well as physical
forwarding operations, in some embodiments. In addition,
through the controller interface 1180, the MFE 1175 receives
traced packets for processing and sends observation mes-
sages back to the controller.

The packet processor 1185 receives packets (e.g., from the
controller interface, from the ports 1175) and processes the
packets using the forwarding tables 1190. The forwarding
tables 1190, in some embodiments, include entries for one or
more unaffiliated logical networks that are virtualized over
the physical network. Each entry includes a condition and a
corresponding set of actions to perform if the condition is
matched.

Theregisters 1195 are used by the packet processor 1185 as
a temporary storage when processing a packet (e.g., in
memory). In some embodiments, the packet processor 1185
uses one or more registers per packet, such that numerous
registers may be created at a single time when numerous
different packets are being processed. The temporary infor-
mation may include an indication that a packet is for a tracing
operation, result of a logical or physical forwarding operation
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performed on the packet, logical context information that
specifies information about the logical forwarding element
through which a packet is logically sent, etc. In some embodi-
ments, the forwarding table entries that cause the packet
processor 1185 to send an observation to a physical controller
specify to write certain data to the registers 1195 and then
send a copy of the packet along with the register contents to
the physical controller that manages the MFE 1175.

FIG. 12 conceptually illustrates a process 1200 performed
by a logical controller of some embodiments in order to
execute a packet tracing operation. The process 1200 is per-
formed, in some embodiments, by a logical controller such as
that shown above in FIG. 11. As shown, the process 1200
begins by receiving (at 1205) a command to insert a test
packet with specified source and destination addresses on a
set of logical forwarding elements (e.g., logical switches and
logical routers) into the physical network implementing the
logical forwarding elements. The source or destination
address are not necessarily both VMs. For instance, the packet
could be a broadcast packet, or could have as a source or
destination a logical port that connects to an external network
(e.g., via a gateway). As described above, the request may
additionally include a timeout duration, a payload for the
packet, or other parameters.

Next, the process 1200 generates (at 1210) a packet with
the specified source and destination addresses. In some
embodiments, these addresses are MAC addresses that rep-
resent VMs (more specifically, VIFs of VMs) on the same
logical switch or on different logical switches, gateways that
connect the logical switch to external networks, connections
on one logical switch to a different logical switch or to a
logical router, etc. The controller logic has the ability to
generate a packet that mimics packets arriving at a MFE from
the source address with the destination address as the
intended recipient. In addition, the logical controller stores an
indicator in the packet (e.g., in the packet header) that denotes
the packet as a traced packet. In some embodiments, the
logical controller uses a specific bit in the logical VLAN
portion of the header. Furthermore, some embodiments
append to the end of the payload additional information
regarding the packet tracing operation, such as a controller
identifier that uniquely identifies the logical controller issuing
the packet and a tracing operation identifier that uniquely
identifies the particular trace operation issued by the logical
controller.

The process then sends (at 1215) the generated packetto a
physical controller that manages the edge MFE associated
with the source of the packet. In some embodiments, this
binding information (of logical port to physical port of an
MEFE) is stored by the logical controller along with the bind-
ing of MAC address to logical port. The logical controller also
stores a list of a mapping of MFEs to their managing physical
controller. The physical controller subsequently injects the
packet into the MFE associated with the source of the packet.

In some embodiments, a particular logical port (and thus
source address) could reside on multiple MFEs. While a VM
will be connected to one MFE, a gateway to an external
network or a connection to a different logical switch domain
might connect to several different MFEs (e.g., all of the pool
nodes in the physical domain). In this case, some embodi-
ments allow the user to specify to which particular physical
MEFE the packet will be sent. When the user does not specify
one of the MFEs, the controller chooses one (e.g., randomly,
from an ordered list, etc.) in some embodiments.

The process 1200 next receives (at 1220) a set of analyses
of observation messages from a set of physical controllers.
These physical controllers manage the MFEs through which
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the trace packet passes. As described above, the MFEs send
observation messages to the physical controllers that manage
the MFEs whenever the MFEs perform logical and/or physi-
cal forwarding operations. The physical controllers analyzes
the observation messages and sends the analyses to the logical
controller that generated the trace packet.

Finally, the process 1200 generates (at 1225) areport based
on the received analyses, then ends. The report, in some
embodiments, indicates whether the packet successfully
reached its destination(s), to which destinations the packet
was delivered, packet information specified in the request
(source/destination addresses, frame size, timeout duration,
etc.), the number of observations received, how many times
the packet was forwarded, and a time stamp that indicates
when the traced packet was sent by the controller.

In addition, for each observation received by the controller
cluster, some embodiments include additional information.
For physical forwarding observations, this information may
include whether the observation was sent for forwarding (into
a tunnel) or delivery to a destination, information about the
source and destination MFE for a particular tunnel, time
duration from when the packet was sent by the controller to
when the observation was received, remote IP address (for
observations indicating that the packet was forwarded into a
tunnel), and logical port to which the packet would have been
delivered (for observations indicating delivery). For logical
processing observations, this information might include ACL
decisions (e.g., why a packet was dropped), the logical port to
which a packet was forwarded on a particular logical switch
or logical router, etc. Some of the logical processing obser-
vations of some embodiments are described in greater detail
below by reference to FIG. 21.

FIG. 13 conceptually illustrates a process 1300 performed
by the network controller of some embodiments in order to
execute a packet tracing operation. The process 1300 is per-
formed, in some embodiments, by a physical controller such
as that shown above in FIG. 11. As shown, the process 1300
begins by receiving (at 1305) from a logical controller a test
packet with specified source and destination addresses on a
set of logical network element (e.g., logical switches and
logical routers). As described above, the logical controller
generates the packet from a trace request received from a user.

Next, the process 1300 identifies (at 1310) a MFE to which
to inject the packet. In some embodiments, the process 1300
uses the source MAC address of the packet and mappings
between the physical ports and the addresses of VMs. In some
embodiments, these addresses are MAC addresses that rep-
resent VMs (more specifically, VIFs of VMs), gateways that
connect the logical switch to external networks, connections
to a different logical switch in a different controller domain,
etc. In other embodiments, the communication from the logi-
cal controller with the test packet additionally includes a
specification of the MFE at which the packet should be
inserted.

The process then sends (at 1315) the packet to the edge
MFE associated with the source of the packet. In some
embodiments, this binding information (of logical port to
physical port of an MFE) is stored by the network controller
along with the binding of MAC address to logical port. When
sending the packet to the edge MFE, in some embodiments
the physical controller also accesses the registers (e.g., via a
command over the communications channel with the MFE)
associated with the packet on the MFE. The controller, in
some embodiments, sets register values at the MFE that
mimic those for a packet received from the specified source
address.
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The process 1300 next receives (at 1320) a set of observa-
tion messages from MFEs in the physical network regarding
the injected packet and analyzes the observation messages to
deduce certain data from the messages. The observation mes-
sages are sent to the network controller when an MFE per-
forms a set of logical or physical forwarding operations.
Some of the logical forwarding operations after which the
MEFE sends observation messages include a logical .2 ingress
ACL operation, a logical L2 forwarding operation, a logical
L2 egress ACL operation, a logical .3 ACL operation, a
logical L3 routing operation, and a logical L3 egress ACL
operation. For the physical forwarding operations, some
embodiments send an observation message when either of
two actions is taken by an MFE: (1) the MFE sends the packet
to another MFE via a tunnel, or (2) the MFE delivers the
packet to a logical port.

The physical controller receives different observations that
provide different information for the different operations per-
formed by the MFEs. For instance, when the packet is
dropped as a result of performing a logical 1.2 ingress ACL,
the observation includes some or all of the entries in the ACL,
the security policy (e.g., port security) that was implemented
by the ACL, the identity of the logical forwarding element to
which the ACL belongs, etc. For forwarding via a tunnel, the
observation includes an indicator of the MFE performing the
action and a tunnel identifier in some embodiments. From this
information the physical controller can determine a remote [P
for the tunnel port at the destination MFE of the tunnel using
the network state data that it stores. For delivery to a logical
port, the observation of some embodiments includes an indi-
cator of the MFE performing the action and a physical port
through which the packet would be delivered if it were not a
traced packet. From this information, the physical controller
can determine a logical port identifier (e.g., of a gateway, a
VM, etc.) to which the packet is sent based on the mappings
stored in its network state data.

Finally, the process 1300 sends (at 1325) the analyses of
the observation messages to the logical controller. As men-
tioned above, the observation messages include the identifi-
cation of the logical controller that generated the trace packet.
The process thus identifies the logical controller to which to
send the analyses to and sends them to the identified logical
controller.

It will be noted that this process 1300 is performed by a
single physical controller for a given trace operation (specifi-
cally, the controller that manages the MFE at which the trace
packet is inserted). However, the operations 1320 and 1325
are only performed by this particular physical controller for
observations sent by MFEs that this physical controller man-
ages. For the same trace operation, other physical controllers
will perform operations 1320 and 1325 for observation mes-
sages received from MFEs that these controllers manage and
then send the analyses to the same logical controller.

B. Example Packet Tracing Operations

The above sub-section II.A. describes in detail the opera-
tion of logical controllers and physical controllers of some
embodiments. This sub-section IL.B. describes several
example packet-tracing operations and the observations sent
to a controller cluster that includes a set of logical controllers
and physical controllers.

FIG. 14 conceptually illustrates an example for a traced
packet that is generated by a logical controller and injected to
a MFE by a physical controller. This traced packet is sent
through a pool node between the source MFE and destination
MFE. As shown, this example illustrates a controller cluster
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1400, a first edge MFE 1420, a second edge MFE 1425, and
a pool node 1430 (also an MFE). In addition, the example
illustrates various packets and observations with encircled
numbers to indicate an order in which the various data (pack-
ets, observation messages) are sent within the network. As
shown, the controller cluster 1400 in this example includes a
logical controller 1405 and two physical controllers 1410 and
1415.

As shown by the encircled 1, initially the logical controller
1405 receives a request. In this case, the request specifies a
source logical port that maps to a VM connected to the first
MFE 1420 and a destination logical port that maps to a VM
connected to the second MFE 1425. In response to the
request, the controller 1405 generates a packet 1425.

As shown by the encircled 2, the logical controller 1405
then sends the generated packet to the physical controller
1410 because the physical controller 315 manages the MFE
1420 associated with the source of the packet. The header of
the packet 1435 specifies the source and destination addresses
received in the request, as well as a trace indicator that marks
the packet as a test packet for a trace operation.

The physical controller 1410 identifies that the MFE 1420
is the MFE into which to inject the packet (e.g., based on a
communication from the logical controller 1405 or by exam-
ining the packet) because the VM to which the destination
logical port maps is connected to the MFE 1420. As shown by
the encircled 3, the physical controller 1410 sends the packet
335 to the MFE 1420, along with a command to process the
packet.

The first edge MFE 1420 processes the packet by perform-
ing a set of logical and physical forwarding operations. The
MFE’s forwarding table entries in some embodiments indi-
cate to forward the packet to the pool node 1430. In some
embodiments, this may be because the edge MFE 1420 does
not have a direct tunnel connection to the edge MFE 1425. In
this case, the edge MFE 1420 (i) encapsulates the packet with
a logical context tag that specifies a destination logical port
corresponding to the destination MAC address and (ii) further
encapsulates the packet using tunnel encapsulation with an IP
address for a port of the pool node 1430. Furthermore, the
forwarding table entries also specify to send an observation
message to the managing physical controller of the MFE
1420 whenever performing a logical or physical forwarding
operation because a register bit at the MFE has been modified
to identify the packet as associated with a trace operation.
Thus, as shown by the encircled 4, the first MFE 1420 sends
aset of observations 1440 to the physical controller 1410. The
first MFE 1420 sends the observations to the physical con-
troller 1410 because the physical controller 1410 manages the
first MFE 1420. While shown as one set of data, these obser-
vations may be sent separately as each operation is performed
by the MFE 1420.

The physical controller 1410 receives the set of observa-
tions 1440, analyzes them, and sends (shown by the encircled
5) the analyses to the logical controller 1405. In some
embodiments, the physical controller 1410 uses the informa-
tion (e.g., logical controller ID) included in the observation
messages to identify the logical controller to which to send
the analyses.

As the first edge MFE 1420 sends the last observation of
the set of observations 1440, the first edge MFE 1420 sends
(shown by encircled 6) a packet 1436 to the pool node 1430.
The packet 1436 is the same as the packet 1435 in some
embodiments, with the additional encapsulations mentioned
above. It is to be noted that an instance in time when the
packet 1436 is sent to the pool node 1430 is not necessarily
after an instance in time when the analyses of the set of
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observations 1440 are sent to the logical controller 1405, even
though the encircled numbers for the analyses and the packet
are 5 and 6, respectively. The amount of time for the set of
observations 1440 to reach the physical controller 1410 in
addition to the amount of time the physical controller 1410
spends to analyze the set of observations received from the
MFE 1420 may be longer or shorter than the amount of time
for the packet 1436 to be sent to and reach the pool node 1445.

The pool node 1430 of some embodiments receives the
packet 1436, sets a register bit based on the trace indicator
stored in the packet, removes the tunnel encapsulation, and
identifies that the destination logical port is located at the
second edge MFE 1425. Thus, much like the edge MFE 1420,
the pool node encapsulates the packet in a tunnel (this time
terminating at the edge MFE 1425). As shown by the
encircled 7, the pool node 1430 sends its own set of observa-
tions 1445 to the physical controller 1410 as the pool node
1430 performs a set of logical and/or physical forwarding
operations to send the packet to the edge MFE 1425. In this
example, the physical controller 1410 manages both the edge
MFE 1420 and the pool node 1430. However, in many cases,
the pool node will be managed by a different physical con-
troller than the edge MFE (e.g., the physical controller 1415
that manages the destination MFE, or a different physical
controller altogether). The physical controller 1410 receives
the set of observations 1445, analyzes them, and sends
(shown by the encircled 8) the analyses to the logical control-
ler 1405.

As the pool node 1430 sends the last observation of the set
of observations 1445, the pool node 1430 sends (shown by
encircled 8) a packet 1450 to the second edge MFE 1425. The
packet 1450 is the same as the packet 1436 in some embodi-
ments, with the additional or different encapsulations men-
tioned above. Itis to be noted that an instance in time when the
packet 1450 is sent to the edge MFE 1425 is not necessarily
after an instance in time when the analyses of the set of
observations 1445 even though the encircled numbers for the
analyses and the packet are 8 and 9, respectively.

The MFE 1425 receives this packet 1450, which still
includes the trace indicator, and is encapsulated with the
destination logical port. The receiving MFE 1425 reads this
destination logical port and identifies (by performing a set of
logical and physical forwarding operations specified by the
MFE’s forwarding table entries) to deliver the packet to the
VM associated with the destination logical port. However,
based on additional entries that (i) modify a register at the
MEFE to indicate the trace packet and (ii) read this register
when delivering to the logical port, the MFE 1425 instead
drops the packet.

Moreover, as the MFE 1425 performs its set of logical and
physical forwarding operations, the MFE 1425 sends (shown
by the encircled 10) a set of observations 1455 to the physical
controller 1415. The second MFE 1425 sends the observa-
tions to the physical controller 1415 because the physical
controller 1415 manages the second MFE 1415. The physical
controller 1415 receives the set of observations 1455, ana-
lyzes them, and sends (shown by the encircled 11) the analy-
ses to the logical controller 1405.

The logical controller 1405 receives the analyses of the
observations from the physical controller 1410 and waits for
more analyses to come from other physical controllers (e.g.,
the physical controller 1415) until a timeout is reached. Once
the timeout is reached, the logical controller 1405 generates a
report for the requested tracing operation and sends the report
to the user, as shown by the encircled 12.

FIG. 14 illustrates that the logical controller 1405 is at the
top ofthe hierarchy formed by the controllers in the controller
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cluster. In some embodiments, another type of controller
resides above the logical controller 1405 in the hierarchy.
This controller at the top is referred to as an API controller or
input translation controller. The API controller, in some
embodiments, supports the API of the controller cluster and
takes the inputs from the user in the form of API calls. The API
controller then generates the request and sends the request to
a logical controller which is responsible for managing the
logical forwarding elements of the user. More details about an
API controller (input translation controller) are described in
the above-incorporated U.S. Publication 2013/0103817.

Inthe above example, the traced packet specifies a singular
destination address. FIG. 15 conceptually illustrates a second
example for a traced broadcast packet that is generated by a
logical controller and injected to a MFE by a physical con-
troller. As shown, this example illustrates a logical controller
1505, three physical controllers 1510-1520, a first edge MFE
1525, a second edge MFE 1535, a third MFE 1540 and the
pool node 1530 (also an MFE). In addition, as with the pre-
vious figure, the example illustrates various packets and
observations with encircled numbers to indicate an order in
which the various data (packets, observation messages) are
sent within the network. In this case, the logical switch being
examined has only three logical ports corresponding to three
VMs, located at the hosts on which the three edge MFEs
1525, 1535, and 1540 operate.

As shown by the encircled 1, initially the logical controller
1505 receives a request to trace a specified packet from a
source logical port. In this case, the request specifies a source
logical port that maps to a VM connected to the first MFE
1525. In addition, rather than specifying a particular destina-
tion logical port, the request specifies to send a broadcast
packet to the logical switch (e.g., by specifying a broadcast
address on the logical switch as the packet destination). In
response to the request, the controller 1505 generates a broad-
cast packet 1545.

As shown by the encircled 2, the logical controller 1505
then sends the generated packet to the physical controller
1510 because the physical controller 1510 manages the MFE
1525 associated with the source of the packet. The header of
the packet 1545 specifies the source address and the broadcast
destination received in the request, as well as a trace indicator
that marks the packet as a test packet for a trace operation.

The first edge MFE 1525 processes the packet by perform-
ing a set of logical and physical forwarding operations. The
MFE 1525’s forwarding table entries in some embodiments
indicate to forward broadcast packets to the pool node 1525.
Furthermore, the forwarding table entries also specify to send
an observation message to the physical controller 1510 when-
ever performing a logical or physical forwarding operation
because a register bit at the MFE 1525 has been modified to
identify the packet as associated with a trace operation. Thus,
as shown by the encircled 3, the first MFE 1510 sends a set of
observations 1550 to the physical controller 1510. The first
MFE 1525 sends the observations to the physical controller
1510 because the physical controller 1510 manages the first
MFE 1525. As in the previous figure, the MFE 1525 does not
necessarily send all of the observations together, but instead
some embodiments send each observation as the correspond-
ing operation (e.g., a logical ACL decision, a logical forward-
ing decision to a specific logical port, a physical forwarding
operation into a tunnel, etc.) is performed by the MFE 1525.

The physical controller 1510 receives the set of observa-
tions 1550, analyzes them, and sends (shown by the encircled
5) the analyses to the logical controller 1505. In some
embodiments, the physical controller 1510 uses the informa-
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tion (e.g., logical controller ID) included in the observation
messages to identify the logical controller to which to send
the analyses.

As the first edge MFE 1525 sends the last observation of
the set of observations 1550, the first edge MFE 1525 sends
(shown by encircled 6) a packet 1555 to the pool node 1530.
The packet 1555 is the same as the packet 1545 in some
embodiments, with the additional encapsulations mentioned
above. It is to be noted that an instance in time when the
packet 1555 is sent to the pool node 1530 is not necessarily
after an instance in time when the analyses of the set of
observations 1550 is sent to the logical controller 1505 even
though the encircled numbers for the analyses and the packet
are 5 and 6, respectively. This is because the amount of time
the set of observations 1550 to reach the physical controller
1510 in addition to the amount of time the physical controller
1510 spends to analyze the set of observations received from
the MFE 1525 may be longer or shorter than the time for the
packet 1555 to be sent to the pool node 1530.

The pool node 1530 of some embodiments receives the
packet, sets a register bit based on the trace indicator stored in
the packet, removes the tunnel encapsulation, and identifies
the packet as a broadcast packet. In some embodiments, the
pool node 1525 converts the broadcast packet into a set of
unicast packets with the different destinations of the MAC
addresses connected to the logical switch (excluding the
source address). For each of these unicast packets, the pool
node 1525 (i) encapsulates the packet with a logical context
tag specifying the destination logical port for the packet and
(ii) further encapsulates the packet using tunnel encapsula-
tion with an IP address for a port of the destination MFE at
which the logical port is located.

As shown by the encircled 7, the pool node 1530 sends its
own set of observations 1560 to the physical controller 1510
as the pool node 1530 performs a set of logical and physical
forwarding operations to convert the broadcast packet to the
set of unicast packets and send the unicast packets to the
respective destination MFEs. The physical controller 1510
receives the set of observations 1560, analyzes them, and
sends (shown by the encircled 8) the analyses to the logical
controller 1505.

As shown by the encircled 9, the pool node sends (i) a
packet 1565 to the edge MFE 1535 and (ii) a packet 1570 to
the edge MFE 1540. Each of the corresponding observations
for sending these two packets is a forwarding observation
indicating the respective tunneling data to the MFEs (sent as
part of the set of observations 1560).

The MFEs 1535 and 1540 receive their respective packets
1545 and 1555, which still include the trace indicator and are
encapsulated with their respective destination logical ports.
The receiving MFEs 1535 and 1540 read the destination
logical ports and identify (by performing a set of logical and
physical forwarding operations specified by their forwarding
table entries) to deliver their packets to the VMs associated
with the destination logical ports. However, based on addi-
tional entries at each of the MFEs that (i) modify a register at
the MFE to indicate the trace packet and (ii) read this register
when delivering to the logical port, the MFEs 1515 and 1505
instead drop the packets.

Moreover, as the MFEs 1535 and 1540 perform their
respective set of logical and physical forwarding operations,
the MFEs 1535 and 1540 send (shown by the encircled 10)
their respective set of observations 1555 and 1580 to the
physical controllers 1520 and 1515, respectively. The second
MFE 1535 sends the observations to the physical controller
1520 because the physical controller 1520 manages the sec-
ond MFE 1535. The third MFE 1540 sends the observations
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to the physical controller 1515 because the physical control-
ler 1515 manages the second MFE 1540.

The physical controller 1515 receives the set of observa-
tions 1580, analyzes them, and sends (shown by the encircled
11) the analyses to the logical controller 1505. The physical
controller 1520 receives the set of observations 1575, ana-
lyzes them, and sends (shown by the encircled 11) the analy-
ses to the logical controller 1505.

The logical controller 1505 receives the analyses of the
observations from the physical controller 1510 and waits for
more analyses to come from other physical controllers (e.g.,
the physical controllers 1515 and 1520) until a timeout is
reached. Once the timeout is reached, the logical controller
1505 generates a report for the requested tracing operation
and sends the report to the user, as shown by the encircled 12.

C. Multiple Logical Controllers

In the examples described above, a logical controller that
generated a trace packet received the observations or analyses
of the observations from a set of physical controllers that
manage the MFEs through which the packet passes. In some
embodiments, another logical controller that did not generate
a trace packet aggregates some of the observations or analy-
ses of the observations resulted from processing the trace
packet. This logical controller then passes the aggregated
observations or the analyses to the logical controller that
generated the trace packet. In some embodiments, this may
occur in larger-scale deployments in which each logical con-
troller does not have a direct connection to each physical
controller.

FIG. 16 conceptually illustrates an example for a trace
packet that is generated by a first logical controller. In this
example, a second logical controller aggregates some of the
observations resulted from processing the trace packet and
passes the observations to the first logical controller. The first
logical controller generates a report with the observations
from the second logical controller as well as those observa-
tions that the logical controller aggregates.

As shown, this figure illustrates a first logical controller
1605, a second logical controller 1610, three physical con-
trollers 1615-1625, and four MFEs 1630-1645. In addition,
the example illustrates the path of the trace packet with solid-
head arrows and illustrates the paths of the observations with
hollow-head arrows as indicated in the dotted box illustrated
in the bottom of the figure. The example illustrates encircled
numbers to indicate an order in which the various data (pack-
ets, observation messages, analysis, etc.) are sent within the
network. However, when a path diverts into branches (e.g.,
from 3 to 4 and 6) the numbers may not necessarily represent
the temporal order in which the communications occur,
owing to the potential for different time lags in different
branches.

In some embodiments, the logical controllers share all
logical and physical data for implementing a set of logical
forwarding elements in the physical network. In some such
embodiments, the logical controllers communicate with dif-
ferent sets of physical controllers, for example, in order to
scale. In this example, the logical controller 1605 propagates
physical control plane data to the physical controllers 1615
and 1620, and the logical controller 1610 propagates physical
control plane data to the physical controller 1625. Moreover,
the physical controller 1615 manages the MFE 1630, the
physical controller 1620 manages the MFE 1635, and the
physical controller 1625 manages the MFEs 1640 and 1645.
One of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that each physi-
cal controller 1615-1625 would generally manage numerous
MFEs, which are not shown as they are not involved in the
illustrated packet tracing operations.
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As shown by the encircled 1, the first logical controller
1605 generates a trace packet from a request received from
the user. The first logical controller 1605 sends the trace
packet to the physical controller 1615 as shown by the
encircled 2 because the physical controller 1615 manages the
MFE 1630 to which the source address of the trace packet
connects, and the logical controller 1605 has a direct connec-
tion to the physical controller 1615. If, on the other hand, the
source logical port for the trace packet mapped to a physical
port of the MFE 1645, some embodiments would send the
trace packet to the logical controller 1610 for subsequent
transmission to the physical controller 1625, which manages
the MFE 1645.

The physical controller 1615 then injects the trace packet
1630 into the MFE 1630, in the manner described above. The
MFE 1630 performs a set of logical and physical forwarding
operations on the trace packet while sending (as shown by the
encircled 4) an observation to the physical controller 1615
whenever the MFE performs a logical or physical forwarding
operation on the packet.

The physical controller 1615 then receives the observa-
tions, analyzes each of them, and sends the analysis of the
observation to the logical controller 1605. The logical con-
troller 1605 receives the analyses and starts preparing a report
of the trace operation by aggregating the analyses of the
observation. The logical controller 1605 waits for more
analyses to come from other physical controllers until a tim-
eout is reached.

As shown by the encircled 6, the MFE 1630 sends the
packet to MFE 1635 through a tunnel. In some embodiments,
the MFE 1635 is a pool node, though this MFE may also be an
edge MFE in other embodiments. The MFE 1635 then pro-
cesses the packet by also performing a set of logical and
physical operations on the received packet. The MFE 1635
sends (as shown by the encircled 7) its own set of observations
to the physical controller 1620, which, in turn, analyzes this
set of observations and sends (as shown by the encircled 8) the
analyses to the logical controller 1605.

As shown by the encircled 9, the MFE 1635 sends the
packet to MFE 1640 through a tunnel. The MFE 1640 then
processes the packet by performing a set of logical and physi-
cal operations on the received packet. As with the MFE 1635,
this MFE may be a pool node in some embodiments and an
edge MFE in other embodiments. The MFE 1640 sends (as
shown by the encircled 10) its own set of observations to the
physical controller 1625, which analyzes this set of observa-
tions and sends (as shown by the encircled 11) the analyses to
the second logical controller 1610.

The second logical controller 1610 then determines that the
analysis of the observation is not resulted from processing a
trace packet that the second logical controller 1610 generated.
In some embodiments, a logical controller determines
whether an observation or the analysis of the observation is
resulted from processing a trace packet that it generated,
based on the information (e.g., the logical controller ID) that
indicates the origin of the traced packet, which is part of the
observation message received by the physical controller and
thus part of the analysis in the multiple logical controller
situation. In this example, the analyses of the set of observa-
tions that the logical controller 1610 received from the physi-
cal controller 1625 includes the logical controller ID of the
first logical controller 1605. Therefore, the second logical
controller 1610 sends (as shown by the encircled 12) the
analysis or the observation to the logical controller 1605.

As shown by the encircled 13, the MFE 1640 sends the
packet to MFE 1645 through a tunnel. The MFE 1645 then
processes the packet by performing a set of logical and physi-
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cal operations on the received packet, including a decision to
deliver the packet to its destination logical port (as well as
dropping the packet before actually delivering it). The MFE
1645 sends (as shown by the encircled 14) its own set of
observations to the physical controller 1625, which analyzes
this set of observations and sends (as shown by the encircled
15) the analyses to the second logical controller 1610.

The second logical controller 1610 again determines that
the analyses of the observations are not the result of process-
ing a trace packet generated by the second logical controller
1610. In this example, the analyses of this set of observations
that the logical controller 1610 received from the physical
controller 1625 includes the logical controller ID of the first
logical controller 1605. Therefore, the second logical control-
ler 1610 sends (as shown by the encircled 16) the analysis or
the observation to the logical controller 1605. The logical
controller 1605 generates a report for the requested tracing
operation by aggregating the analyses of the observations
from the physical controllers 1615 and 1620 and the logical
controller 1610 and sends the report to the user, as shown by
the encircled 17.

In the example illustrated in FIG. 16, a first logical con-
troller received observations from a second logical controller
because the first logical controller generated the trace packet
the processing of which resulted in the observation messages
and analysis. FIG. 17 conceptually illustrates an example for
two trace packets originating from two different logical con-
trollers. In this example, a first logical controller aggregates
some of'the observations resulted from processing a first trace
packet generated by a second logical controller and passes the
observations to the second logical controller. The second
logical controller also aggregates some of the observations
resulted from processing a second trace packet generated by
the first logical controller and passes the observations to the
first logical controller.

As shown, this figure illustrates the same network control
system as the previous figure: the first logical controller 1605,
the second logical controller 1610, the three physical control-
lers 1615-1625, and the four MFEs 1630-1645. This figure
also illustrates paths of two trace packets 1 and 2 generated by
the first and second logical controllers 1605 and 1610, respec-
tively. The paths for the trace packet 1 and its associated
observations are illustrated as solid-head arrows and hollow-
head arrows as indicated in the left dotted box shown in the
bottom of the figure. The paths for the trace packet 2 and its
associated observations are illustrated as double solid-head
arrows and double hollow-head arrows, respectively, as indi-
cated in the right dotted box shown in the bottom of the figure.
The example illustrates encircled numbers representing the
first trace packet and its resulting observation messages and
analysis, and squared numbers representing the second trace
packet and its resulting observation messages and analysis.
The encircled and squared numbers indicate an order in
which the various data for a particular trace operation (pack-
ets, observation messages, analysis, etc.) are sent within the
network. However, when a path diverts into branches (e.g.,
from the encircled 3 to the encircled 4 and 6), the numbers
may not necessarily represent the temporal order in which the
communications occur, owing to the potential for different
time lags in different branches. In addition, the encircled
numbers representing communications for the first trace
operation and the squared numbers representing communica-
tions for the second trace operation do not necessarily take
place at the same time.

The description for the trace operation for the trace packet
1 in this example is identical with the description for the trace
operation for the trace packet in the example of FIG. 16
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above. Also, the description for the trace operation for the
trace packet 2 is similar to the description for the example of
FIG. 16, except that the packet traverses the set of MFEs in the
opposite direction (e.g., from a source port located at the MFE
1645 to a destination port located at the MFE 1630) and
therefore the observations/analyses are sent in this opposite
order by the MFEs and physical controllers. Furthermore,
whereas in the first trace operation the first logical controller
1605 aggregates the analyses (including some sent by the
logical controller 1610) and generates a report, in the second
trace operation the second logical controller 1610 receives
some of its analyses from the first logical controller 1605 and
performs the aggregation into a report to output to the user
that requested the trace operation.

II1. Observations for Logical Forwarding Operations

As mentioned above, an MFE of some embodiments gen-
erates an observation after performing a logical or physical
forwarding operation. Because an MFE performs one or more
logical or physical forwarding operations on a packet, the
MFE sends one or more observations to a controller cluster.
This section describes logical and physical forwarding opera-
tions for which an MFE generate observations.

A. Managed Forwarding Element Operation

The next two figures, FIGS. 18 and 19, illustrate a MFE that
sends observation messages as it performs a set of logical and
physical forwarding operations. FIG. 18 conceptually illus-
trates packet processing performed by a MFE 1800 that
receives a trace packet from a network controller, processes
the packet, sends the packet out over a tunnel, and sends
several observations to the network controller. This figure
illustrates the processing over eight stages 1805-1820.

As with the MFE 700 described above by reference to FI1G.
7, the MFE 1800 of some embodiments may be a software
forwarding element that runs on or within a hypervisor on a
VM host in a virtualized environment. Moreover, the MFE
1800 is similar to MFE 700 in that the MFE 1800 includes one
or more forwarding tables 1845 and one or more registers
1850. In some embodiments, these registers are created (e.g.,
in the memory of the MFE) on a per packet basis, and the
registers illustrated are those for the currently processed
packet 1855.

At the first stage 1805, the MFE 1800 receives a packet
1855 directly from a network controller that manages the
MFE. This network controller could be a physical controller
that manages the MFE or a single network controller that
generates packets and reports on the tracing of the packets. As
described above, in some embodiments the network control-
ler uses the same channel to send this packet as to send flow
entries. The packet 1855 is similar to the packet 735 described
above by reference to FIG. 7. In addition, as in the example of
FIG. 7, the controller sets a register at the MFE 1800 to
include the physical inport through which the packet would
have been received had the packet been sent from its source
address.

The MFE 1800 receives the packet 1855 and begins pro-
cessing the packet through its forwarding tables. As men-
tioned, the forwarding tables include numerous flow entries,
which take the form of a match and corresponding action or
set of actions. As shown by the thicker line in the forwarding
tables 1845 in the second stage 1810, at this stage a flow entry
that is matched specifies to modify a particular bit in a par-
ticular register in order to indicate that the current packet is a
traced packet. Thus, as shown, one of the registers 1850 is
modified to specify this trace indicator bit. In some embodi-
ments, this entry has a high priority so that the first operation
the MFE performs upon receiving a traced packet is to set this
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register bit. In some embodiments, this bit is set by the con-
troller specifying register values and therefore this flow entry
is not required.

Inthe third stage 1815, a different flow entry is matched, as
shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables 1845. This
flow entry specifies to determine the logical ingress context of
the packet. In some embodiments, a logical context represents
the state of the packet with respect to the logical forwarding
element. Because this packet is received from the network
controller, but made to look as though it was received directly
from a source address, the packet does not yet have a logical
context tag. However, based on the physical inport stored in
the registers 1850 for the packet, the forwarding table maps
the packet to a particular logical ingress port of a particular
logical forwarding element (e.g., a logical switch). In some
embodiments, this information is stored in a register, as
shown. However, no observation is sent at this point, as map-
ping ingress context does not cause an observation message to
be sent in some embodiments.

For simplicity of illustration, the fourth stage 1820 shows
that the resubmitted packet matches one flow entry. However,
the packet is resubmitted a number of times to perform a set
of logical forwarding operations specified by a set of flow
entries that is matched sequentially. Some of these logical
forwarding operations include a logical ingress ACL opera-
tion for determining access control when the logical forward-
ing element receives the packet, a logical 1.2 operation for
determining where to forward the packet through a layer 2
network, and a logical egress ACL operation for determining
access control before the logical forwarding element routes
the packet out of the logical forwarding element. Alterna-
tively, or in conjunction with the logical L2 operations, the
logical forwarding operations include a logical .3 operation
for determining where to route the packet through a logical
layer three network. For example, an ingress ACL. operation
might be based on the logical input port stored in the registers,
a logical L.2 forwarding operation might be based on a MAC
address stored in the packet header, etc. These operations are
described in further detail below.

The MFE 1800 stores the result of performing each of these
operations in the registers in some embodiments (not shown).
That is, some embodiments update the registers for the packet
each time an operation specified by a flow entry is performed.
Moreover, after a logical forwarding operation is performed,
the resubmitted packet matches a flow entry that specifies to
send an observation to the controller or controller cluster. The
MFE 1800 sends an observation after performing a logical
forwarding operation. Sending of an observation after per-
forming a logical forwarding operation is shown by the fifth
stage 1825. As shown, the MFE sends an observation mes-
sage to the network controller from which it received the
packet. In some embodiments, this observation message con-
tains (i) the packet and (ii) the contents of the registers. The
contents in the registers, which is then sent as part of obser-
vation message 1860, includes an (i) an indicator that the
observation is a result of performing a logical forwarding
operation (e.g., allowing the packet to enter the logical
switch, dropping the packet as the packet is sent to the logical
egress port, etc.), (ii) a MFE ID specifying that the MFE 1800
is sending the observation, etc. The different observations
sent for different logical processing operations of some
embodiments are described below by reference to FIG. 21.

Therefore, in order to send a set of observations to the
network controller, the MFE actually repeats the stages 1820
and 1825 as many times as the number of logical operations it
performs in some embodiments (with stage 1825 repeated
only for the operations that result in an observation message).
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After performing all the logical operations, the MFE 1805
resubmits the packet unless the packet is dropped as aresult of
performing a logical forwarding operation (e.g., an ACL
operation that specifies to drop the packet). In addition, when
logical forwarding decisions are made by the MFE (e.g.,
forwarding the packet to a particular destination logical port
of a logical forwarding element), some embodiments encap-
sulate the packet with this destination logical port.

In the sixth stage 1830, the packet matches a flow entry that
specifies to determine one or more ports of one or more MFEs
that correspond to the logical egress port of the logical for-
warding element through which the packet is to be sent out.
For instance, if the packet is a broadcast packet or a multicast
packet, in some embodiments the MFE 1800 determines the
ports of the MFEs that correspond to the logical egress ports
of'the logical forwarding element through which the packet is
to be broadcasted or multicasted out (i.e., the logical ports to
which the intended recipients of the packet is coupled). How-
ever, in other embodiments, broadcast and multicast packets
are sent to a pool node that performs this mapping. If the
packet is a unicast packet, the MFE determines a port of a
MEFE that corresponds to the logical egress port of the logical
forwarding element through which the packet is to be sent out
(i.e., the logical port to which the intended recipient of the
packet is coupled). This information is stored in the registers
for the packet in some embodiments, for use in subsequent
operations on the packet.

In the seventh stage 1835, a different flow entry is matched.
This flow entry specifies to send the packet to a different
MFE, which is determined in the previous stage 1830, via a
particular tunnel. In some embodiments, the MFE bases this
decision on the physical destination identified in the previous
stage and its flow entry which maps this physical destination
to a particular tunnel either directly to the physical destination
or to a different MFE that can forward the packet through
another tunnel to its physical destination.

Atthe eighth stage 1840, the resubmitted packet matches a
flow entry to send an observation to the controller based on (i)
the trace indicator bit stored in the register and (ii) the deci-
sion to send the packet out through a tunnel. As shown, the
MEFE sends an observation message to the network controller
from which it received the packet. In some embodiments, this
observation message contains (i) the packet as received and
(i1) the contents or data of the registers for the packet.

The data in the registers, which is then sent as part of
observation message 1865, includes an (i) an indicator that
the observation is a forwarding observation (i.e., that the
traced packet is being sent into a tunnel), (ii) a MFE ID
specifying that the MFE 1800 is sending the observation, and
(iii) a tunnel ID denoting the tunnel through which the packet
is sent. Some embodiments also send a remote IP of the MFE
at which the tunnel terminates, while in other embodiments
the controller determines this data based on its stored network
state information.

As indicated, the MFE 1800 sends the packet 1855 as
received to the controller as part of the observation message in
some embodiments. In other embodiments, the MFE sends to
the controller the packet with the encapsulations that is sent to
the MFE. The controller, in some embodiments, only uses the
packet to read the trace data stored in the packet (e.g., the
controller ID and the trace operation session ID), and reads all
other pertinent information from the register contents sent as
the observation message.

Furthermore, the MFE 1800 also sends out the packet 1855
through the tunnel to another MFE (e.g., the destination MFE,
a pool node that connects to a destination MFE, etc.), which
is now further encapsulated. In addition to the previous head-
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ers, the packet is now encapsulated with a tunnel header. In
some embodiments, the MFE 1800 also clears out the regis-
ters after processing the packet 1855 (e.g., deletes the regis-
ters from memory).

The previous example illustrates an MFE processing a
packet from a controller and sending a set of observation
message when the packet is sent to another MFE via a tunnel.
In the managed networks of some embodiments, MFEs also
send observations when delivering traced packets to logical
ports. FIG. 19 conceptually illustrates the processing per-
formed by a MFE 1900 that receives a packet from another
MFE through a tunnel, processes the packet, identifies that the
packet should be delivered to a logical port from the MFE,
and sends an observation to the network controller. This fig-
ure illustrates the processing over eight stages 1905-1920.

As with the MFE 1800, the MFE 1900 of some embodi-
ments may be a software forwarding element that runs on or
within a hypervisor on a VM host in a virtualized environ-
ment. In this case, the MFE operates within the same machine
that hosts the destination VM for the processed packet.

As shown at the first stage 1905, the MFE 1900 includes
one or more forwarding tables 1945 and one or more registers
1930. Like the forwarding tables of the MFE 1800, the for-
warding tables 1945 of some embodiments include forward-
ing entries pushed down to the MFE 1900 from a network
controller as physical control plane data and then converted
into physical forwarding plane data by the MFE. The for-
warding tables 1945, in some embodiments, include entries
for several unaffiliated logical networks that are virtualized
over the physical network.

Like the registers of the MFE 1800, the registers 1930 serve
as temporary, quick-access storage for information while pro-
cessing a packet. Some embodiments resubmit a packet to the
forwarding tables of the MFE several times in order to fully
process the packet. During this processing, the MFE 1900
uses the registers 1850 to temporarily store information (e.g.,
logical context information, packet tracing information, etc.)
about the packet. In addition, some embodiments send the
contents of the registers to the controller as part of an obser-
vation message.

At the first stage 1905, the MFE 1900 receives a packet
1955 through a tunnel from a different MFE. The packet 1955
is similar to the packet 1855 after the eighth stage 1840 of
FIG. 18, in that the packet is encapsulated with a logical
context and tunnel information. While the tunnel through
which the packet is sent terminates at two MFEs, in between
these two MFEs may be one or more unmanaged forwarding
elements that make up a physical network over which packets
are sent. In addition, like the packet of the previous figure, the
packet 1955 includes a payload and a set of headers. As
illustrated, the headers include a trace indicator bit that is set
to “1” to indicate that the packet is a traced packet. In some
embodiments, this bit is set within alogical VL AN field of the
header. While shown as a single bit, some embodiments use
more than one bit in the logical VLAN field or a different
location of the packet to indicate that a packet is traced. In
addition, appended to the payload (either within the payload
portion of the packet or after the payload portion), the packet
1955 includes trace operation data.

The MFE 1900 receives the packet 1955 and begins pro-
cessing the packet through its forwarding tables. As men-
tioned, the forwarding tables include numerous flow entries
(e.g., on the order of hundreds or thousands of entries) which
take the form a match and corresponding action. That is, if the
packet matches a flow entry, the entry specifies an action to
take. As shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables
1945 in the second stage 1910, at this stage a flow entry is
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matched that specifies to modity a particular bit in a particular
register in order to indicate that the current packet is a traced
packet. Thus, as shown, one of the registers 1930 is modified
to specify this trace indicator bit.

In the third stage 1915, a different flow entry is matched, as
shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables 1945. This
flow entry specifies to read the logical context of the packet as
stored on the packet as received. In this case, the packet has
completed at least some of the logical forwarding operations
in its logical processing pipeline at a previous MFE (e.g., the
MFE at which the packet was injected) and the logical context
tag on the packet specifies the results of these decisions (e.g.,
forwarding to a particular logical port). In some cases, all of
the logical forwarding operations for the packet will have
been performed by previous MFEs, in which case the fourth
and fifth stages 1920 and 1925 of this figure will be skipped.
In some embodiments, many trace packets will have all of
their logical operations performed by the first MFE at which
the packets are injected. However, some embodiments per-
form certain operations at a later MFE rather than the firsthop
MEFE (e.g., egress ACL decisions, destination logical switch
L2 forwarding after being sent through a logical L3 router,
etc.).

When at least one logical operations remains to be per-
formed, the packet matches a flow entry that specifies to
perform the remaining set of logical forwarding operations.
In that case, the MFE will perform these remaining logical
forwarding operations and send the resulting observations to
the network controller that manages the MFE 1900, as shown
by the fourth and fifth stages 1920 and 1925, which are
similar to the fourth and fifth stages 1820 and 1825 described
above. As indicated below, different logical forwarding or
logical ACL operations may result in different observation
messages sent to the controllers.

In the sixth stage 1930, the packet matches a flow entry that
specifies to identify, based on the logical context (i.e., the
logical egress port) of the packet, the physical interface of the
MFE 1900 to which the logical egress port is bound. For
instance, for a destination address that corresponds to a VM,
this is the port of the MFE to which a VIF of the VM connects.
Inthe seventh stage 1935, a different flow entry is matched, as
shown by the thicker line in the forwarding tables 1945. This
flow entry specifies to deliver the packet to this destination
port identified in the sixth stage. In some embodiments, the
operations shown in these two stages 1930 and 1935 are in
fact all specified by a single flow entry.

Atthe eighth stage 1940, the resubmitted packet matches a
flow entry to write data to the registers for the packet, send an
observation to the controller based on (i) the trace indicator
bit stored in the register and (ii) the decision made at the third
stage 1915 to deliver the packet to its destination logical port,
and to drop the packet (i.e., not actually deliver the packet to
the destination port). As shown, the MFE sends an observa-
tion message to the network controller that manages the MFE
1900. In some embodiments, this observation message con-
tains (i) the packet as generated by the controller (i.e., without
the logical context and tunnel encapsulation) and (ii) the
contents of the registers for the packet. As such, in some
embodiments the flow entry that specifies to send the obser-
vation also specifies that the MFE first write certain data into
the registers. As indicated, the MFE 1900 sends the packet
1955 to the controller as part of the observation message.

B. Logical Forwarding Operations

As described above, a MFE performs a set of logical for-
warding operations to forward packets in the logical networks
and sends observations for these logical forwarding opera-
tions to the controller cluster that manages the MFE. This
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sub-section I1.B describes different logical forwarding opera-
tions for which the MFE of some embodiments send obser-
vations to the controller.

FIG. 20 conceptually illustrates an example of a MFE that
sends multiple observations to a controller cluster while pro-
cessing a trace packet. Specifically, the top half of this figure
illustrates a processing pipeline 2000 that a MFE performs on
apacket in order to advance the packet in a logical forwarding
element implemented across a set of MFEs. The processing
pipeline 2000 includes six stages 2005-2030 for processing a
packet.

The top half of this figure also illustrates a controller cluster
2035, a MFE 2090 that performs the processing pipeline
2000, and various packets and observations with encircled
numbers that indicate an order in which the packets and
observations messages sent. The bottom half of the figure
illustrates three logical forwarding elements, which are a
logical switches 2045 and 2050 and a logical router 2055,
which are implemented in a physical network.

As shown, the logical switch 2045 connects two virtual
machines 2060 and 2065 and the logical switch 2050 con-
nects two virtual machines 2070 and 2075. The logical router
2055 routes data traffic between the two logical switches.
Each of the virtual machines 2060-2075 connects to a logical
port of the logical switches 2045 and 2050. In some embodi-
ments, a user (e.g., network administrator) defines the logical
switches and router, which may be part of a larger logical
network. For instance, the logical router 2055 may include a
logical port that connects to an external gateway (e.g., to an
external network), to various middleboxes, etc.

In some embodiments, the user defines the logical forward-
ing elements through an API of a controller cluster, which
translates the user definition into a logical control plane defi-
nition ofthe logical forwarding elements. The controller clus-
ter then converts this logical control plane definition into a
logical forwarding plane specification of the logical forward-
ing element. The logical forwarding plane specification, in
some embodiments, includes logical forwarding table entries
(logical flow entries) that specify rules for forwarding packets
to logical ports of the logical forwarding elements. For
instance, the logical control plane of some embodiments
includes bindings between MAC addresses of VMs and logi-
cal ports, and the logical forwarding plane specifies flow
entries for forwarding packets to the logical ports based on
matches of the MAC addresses.

The controller cluster, as mentioned, pushes these flow
entries to several MFEs in some embodiments, such that the
logical forwarding element (and/or other logical forwarding
elements, such as logical routers) are implemented in a dis-
tributed, virtualized fashion. The physical network of FIG. 20
illustrates that the four VMs 2060-2075 are hosted on two
different host machines 2080 and 2085. Some embodiments
may put multiple VMs from a logical network on the same
machine, as in this case with the hosts 2080 and 2085. As
shown, in the virtualized environment, each of these hosts
2080 and 2085 also hosts additional virtual machines beyond
those connected to the logical switches 2045 and 2050. That
is, many tenants may share the use of the physical network,
and in fact may share use of a single physical host.

Operating on each host (e.g., within the hypervisor on the
host) isa MFE. The MFE, in some embodiments, is a software
forwarding element to which the network controller connects
and pushes down flow entries for various logical forwarding
elements. In this case, because VMs from each of the logical
switches 2045 and 2050 are located on each of the two illus-
trated hosts 2080 and 2085, the MFE in each of these hosts
implements both of the logical switches 2045 and 2050. That
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is, each of the illustrated MFEs has flow entries in its forward-
ing tables for logically forwarding packets to the logical ports
associated with the different VMs 2060-2065. In addition,
each of the MFEs 2090 and 2092 implement the logical router
2055 in order to logically route packets sent by one of the
VMs 2060-2075.

The top halfof FIG. 20 will now be described. As shown by
the encircled 1, the controller cluster 2035 receives a request
for a packet tracing operation. In this case, the request speci-
fies a source logical port that maps to a VM connected to the
MFE 2090 and a destination logical port that maps to a VM
connected to another MFE (e.g., MFE 2092). In response to
the request, the controller cluster 2035 generates a packet
2002 and sends (shown by the encircled 2) this to the MFE
2090. Some embodiments send the packet to the host from a
logical controller via a physical controller, as described above
by reference to, e.g., FIG. 14. The header of the packet 2002
specifies the source and destination addresses received in the
request, as well as a trace indicator that marks the packet as a
test packet for a trace operation.

In some embodiments, the processing pipeline 2000 may
be implemented by flow entries in the MFEs. These flow
entries process the packet by matching various fields either
stored in the packet header (e.g., source and destination MAC
addresses) or stored in registers for the packet created at the
MFE (e.g., physical and logical ingress ports, logical for-
warding element IDs, etc.). As mentioned, in some embodi-
ments these flow entries are pushed down by the controller
cluster as physical control plane data and converted into the
physical forwarding plane data that makes up the forwarding
tables.

When the MFE 2090 receives the packet 2002, the MFE
2090 stores a register bit indicating that the packet is marked
for atrace operation (either based on a command sent with the
packet by the controller cluster 2035 or a flow entry that
matches the trace indicator bit in the packet). The MFE 2090
then performs an ingress context mapping on the packet to
determine the ingress context of the packet in the first stage
2005 of the processing pipeline 2000. In some embodiments,
the controller cluster sets register bits for the packet at the
MEFE that indicate a physical ingress port in order to mimic
the packet having actually been received through that physi-
cal ingress port of the MFE (e.g., the physical ingress port to
which the VM 2060 connects). The ingress context mapping
of some embodiments maps this physical ingress port to a
logical ingress port of a logical switching element (e.g., logi-
cal switch 2045).

In the second stage 2010 of the processing pipeline 2000, a
set of logical operations are performed on the packets by the
flow entries that implement the logical switch 2045 at the
MFE 2090. These operations are performed first because the
ingress context mapping mapped the source physical ingress
port to a logical port of the logical switch 2045. The opera-
tions that implement the logical switch 2045, in some
embodiments, include at least a logical [.2 forwarding opera-
tion that identifies a destination logical port on the logical
switch 2045 based on the destination address stored in the
packet header (e.g., the port that connects to the logical router
2055). The processing 2010 may additionally include logical
L2 ingress and/or egress ACL decisions, respectively per-
formed before and after the logical 1.2 forwarding operation.
These [.2 operations will be described in further detail below
by reference to FIG. 21.

In some embodiments, the MFE 2090 sends (shown by the
encircled 3) an observation for each of the [.2 operations for
the logical switch 2045. In some embodiments, the MFE
2090 is configured (by the controller cluster 2035) to send an

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

50

observation to the controller cluster after performing each [.2
operation for the logical switch 2045 when the register bit for
the packet indicates that the packet is marked for the trace
operation. Because the packet 2002 is marked for the tracing
operation, the MFE 2090 of some embodiments sends an
observation including the result of performing an [.2 opera-
tion for the logical switch 2045. In some embodiments, the
MFE 2090 is configured to send observations only for some
of'the [.2 operations for the logical switch 2045 performed on
the marked packet (e.g., only certain ACL or forwarding
operations).

In this example, the packet is logically sent to the logical
router 2055 through a logical port of the logical switch 2045
because the destination MAC address of the packet corre-
sponds to a logical port of the logical router, which is linked
to the logical switch 2045. Because the packet is sent from the
logical switch 2045 to the logical router 2055, both of which
are implemented within the MFE 2090, the packet does not
physically leave the MFE 2090. Instead, the packet is resub-
mitted to the MFE 2090 so that the MFE can perform the
logical 1.3 router operations.

In the third stage 2015 of the processing pipeline 2000, a
set of logical forwarding operations are performed on the
packets by the flow entries that implement the logical router
2055 at the MFE 2090. The operations that implement the
logical router 2055, in some embodiments, include at least a
logical L3 forwarding operation that identifies a destination
logical port on the logical router 2055 (e.g., based on the
destination address stored in the packet header). In this case,
this destination logical port is the port that connects to the
logical switch 2050. The processing 2015 may additionally
include logical L3 ingress and/or egress ACL decisions,
respectively performed before and after the logical L3 for-
warding operation. These L3 operations will be described in
further detail below by reference to FIG. 21.

In some embodiments, the MFE 2090 sends (shown by the
encircled 4) an observation for each of the L3 operations of
the logical switch 2045. In some embodiments, the MFE
2090 is configured (by the controller cluster 2035) to send an
observation to the controller cluster after performing each [.3
operation for the logical router 2055 when the register bit for
the packet indicates that the packet is marked for the tracing
operation. Because the packet 2002 is marked for the tracing
operation, the MFE 2090 of some embodiments sends an
observation including the result of performing each [.3 opera-
tion for the logical router 2055. In some embodiments, the
MFE 2090 is configured to send observations only for some
of'the L3 operations that the logical router 2055 performed on
the marked packet (e.g., only certain ACL or forwarding
operations).

Inthis example, the logical router 2055 routes the packet to
the logical switch 2050 because the destination IP address of
the packet maps to the output port (e.g., by performing rout-
ing functions such as DNAIT, identifying a longest prefix
match, etc.) of the logical router that connects to the logical
switch 2050. Because the packet is sent from the logical
router 2055 to the logical switch 2050, which is also imple-
mented within the MFE 2090, the packet does not leave the
MFE 2090 within the physical network. Instead, the packet is
resubmitted to the MFE 2090 so that the MFE can perform the
logical L2 switching operations for the second logical switch
2050.

In the fourth stage 2020 of the processing pipeline 2000, an
additional set of logical forwarding operations are performed
on the packets by the flow entries that implement the logical
switch 2050 at the MFE 2090. The operations that implement
the logical switch 2055, in some embodiments, include at



US 9,344,349 B2

51

least a logical .2 forwarding operation that identifies a des-
tination logical port on the logical switch 2050 (e.g., based on
the destination address stored in the packet header). In this
case, the destination logical port is the port that connects to
the VM 2075, the IP address of which is the destination
address of the trace packet 2002. The processing 2020 may
additionally include logical .2 ingress and/or egress ACL
decisions in some embodiments. In other embodiments, the
egress ACL decisions are performed by the destination MFE
2092 rather than the first hop MFE 2090.

In some embodiments, the MFE 2090 sends (shown by the
encircled 5) an observation for each of the 1.2 operations of
the logical switch 2050. In some embodiments, the MFE
2090 is configured (by the controller cluster 2035) to send an
observation to the controller cluster after performing each [.2
operation for the logical switch 2050 when the register bit for
the packet indicates that the packet is marked for the trace
operation. Because the packet 2002 is marked for the tracing
operation, the MFE 2090 of some embodiments sends an
observation including the result of performing each [.2 opera-
tion for the logical switch 2050. In some embodiments, the
MFE 2090 is configured to send observations only for some
of'the .2 operations for the logical switch 2050 performed on
the marked packet (e.g., only certain ACL or forwarding
operations).

Next, the fifth stage 2030 of the processing pipeline 2000 is
similar to the third stage 430 of the processing pipeline 400
described above by reference to FI1G. 4. That is, the fifth stage
2030 of the processing pipeline 2000 performs a mapping
operation on the packet to map the logical egress port (e.g.,
the port of logical switch 2050 that connects to the destination
VM 2075) to a physical destination. That is, the mapping
operation determines one or more ports of one or more MFEs
that correspond to the logical egress port of the logical switch
through which the packet is to be sent out.

At the sixth stage 2025 of the processing pipeline 2000, a
set of operations to implement physical forwarding of the
packet is performed. The set of physical operations of some
embodiments includes operations for sending the packet to
the physical port(s) that correspond to the logical egress
port(s) of the packet, as determined in the previous stage 2025
of'the pipeline. For example, the set of physical operations of
some embodiments determines one or more ports of the MFE
on which the processing pipeline 2000 is performed through
which to send the packet out in order for the packet to reach
the physical port(s) determined at the fifth stage 2025. This
way, the MFEs can route the packet along the correct path in
the network for the packet to reach the determined physical
port(s) that correspond to the packet destination.

In some embodiments, the MFE 2090 sends (shown by the
encircled 6) one or more observation messages 2065 to the
controller cluster for the set of physical operations performed
atthe fourth stage 2040 when the register bit indicates that the
packet is marked for the trace operation. For instance, the
MFE of some embodiments sends observations when either
of two actions is taken by the MFE: (1) the MFE sends the
packet to another MFE via a tunnel, or (2) the MFE delivers
the packet to a physical port to which the logical egress port is
mapped. In this case, if sending the packet through a tunnel to
the MFE 2092 for delivery to the VM 2075, the MFE 2090
would send a forwarding observation message. On the other
hand, if the MFE delivered the packet to the VM 2070 (or,
would deliver the packet if it were not a trace operation
packet), the MFE would send a delivery observation message.

As mentioned above, in some embodiments, the process-
ing pipeline 2000 is performed by each MFE in the managed
network that is used to implement the logical forwarding
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element. In some embodiments, some of the MFEs perform
only a portion of the processing pipeline 2000. For example,
in some embodiments, the MFE that initially receives the
packet may perform the first-sixth stages 2005-2030 and the
remaining MFEs that subsequently receive the packet only
perform the first, fifth, and sixth stages 2005, 2025, and 2030.

In the example of FIG. 20, the logical forwarding opera-
tions for all of the logical forwarding elements—the .2 pro-
cessing operations for the logical switch 2045, the L3 pro-
cessing operations for the logical router 2055, and the [.2
processing operations for the logical switch 2050—are per-
formed by the MFE 2090. In some embodiments, the control-
ler cluster configures the MFEs in such a way that the logical
forwarding operations for a packet are performed by the
MFEs in a distributed manner. For instance, the MFEs can be
configured such that the MFE 2090 performs the [.2 process-
ing operations for the logical switch 2045 and the L3 process-
ing operations for the logical router 2055 and another MFE
performs the L2 processing operations for the logical switch
2050. An example of performing logical forwarding opera-
tions in a distributed manner by the MFEs is described below
by reference to FIG. 22. However, before FIG. 22 illustrates
the example, FIG. 21 illustrates [.2 and L3 operations in
detail.

FIG. 21 conceptually illustrates an example of more
detailed processing pipeline 2000 described above by refer-
ence to FIG. 20. Specifically, FIG. 21 illustrates the 1.2 pro-
cessing operations at the stage 2010, the 1.3 processing opera-
tions at the stage 2015, and the [.2 processing operations at
the stage 2020 of FIG. 20 in more details. FIG. 21 also
illustrates the MFE 2090 and the packet 2002.

In some embodiments, each operation in a processing pipe-
line performed by a MFE is based on one or more flow entries
stored in the forwarding tables of the MFE. In order to con-
figure the MFE to send an observation for an operation, the
controller cluster of some embodiments populates the for-
warding tables with such flow entries that direct the MFE to
send an observation at the time or after the operation is per-
formed. In some embodiments, one of these flow entries will
be matched when the packet is resubmitted to the MFE after
the MFE performs the operation. In other embodiments, a
single matched flow entry specifies to both perform the logi-
cal processing pipeline operation and send the corresponding
observation to the controller cluster.

Some embodiments send an observation to the controller
cluster only for a subset of logical or physical forwarding
operations that a MFE performs on a packet. For instance, the
MFE 2090 is configured to send an observation after perform-
ing an operation depicted as a grey box illustrated in this
figure. Therefore, when the MFE 2090 resubmits the packet
2002 after performing an operation depicted as a grey box, a
flow entry is matched that specifies to send an observation to
the controller cluster (e.g., the physical controller that man-
ages the MFE 2090). As mentioned, in other embodiments,
the flow entry for performing these operations also specifies
to send the observation, rather than having the operation and
the observation message as two separate flow entries. Each
curvy, hollow-headed arrow on top of grey boxes indicates
that the observation for the operations depicted as the grey
box is sent to the controller cluster.

The operations depicted as boxes in this figure will now be
described. The ingress context mapping stage 2005 is
described above, and in some embodiments does not result in
an observation message sent to the controller cluster. For the
next stage 2010, the [.2 processing operations at this stage
include three operations at sub-stages 2105-2115 for process-
ing a packet through the logical switch 2045. At the stage
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2105, the MFE 2090 performs a logical .2 ingress ACL
operation based on the packet’s logical context to determine
ingress access control of the packet with respect to the logical
switch 2045. For instance, an ingress ACL is applied to the
packet to control the packet’s access to the logical switch
2045 when the logical switch 2045 receives the packet. Based
on the ingress ACL defined for the logical switch 2045, the
packet may be allowed into the logical switch 2045 or the
packet may be dropped. For instance, some embodiments
ensure that the packet’s source MAC address is correct for the
logical port from which it was received.

The observation message of some embodiments, as with
the previously described observations, includes both the
packet as received at the MFE and data copied to the registers
for the packet for the purpose of being sent in the observation
message. This data includes, for a [.2 ingress ACL decision in
some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID specifying that the MFE
2090 is sending the observation, (ii) alogical switch ID for the
switch 2045 that implements the ACL conditions (and, in
some embodiments, the logical ingress port on that logical
switch), (iii) the matching ACL entry (e.g., a port security
entry, QoS entry, etc.), and (iv) the decision of the ACL entry
(e.g., whether to drop, allow, enqueue, etc. the packet). One of
ordinary skill in the art will recognize that different logical
ingress ACL observation messages may include different
information.

Atthe following stage 2110, an 1.2 forwarding operation is
performed on the packet. In some embodiments, the MFE
2090 performs this [.2 forwarding operation based on the
packet’s destination MAC address in order to send the packet
through a logical egress port of the logical switch 2045 (i.e.,
the logical port that corresponds to the destination address of
the packet, which at this point in this case is the address of the
logical router).

The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE (or as modi-
fied to include the logical egress port, in other embodiments)
and data copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose
of being sent in the observation message. This data includes,
for a logical 1.2 forwarding decision in some embodiments,
(1) a MFE ID specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the
observation, (ii) a logical switch ID for the switch 2045
through which the packet is processed, and (iii) the logical
egress port of the logical switch to which the packet is sent.
One of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that different
logical .2 forwarding observation messages may include
different information.

Next, at the stage 2115, the MFE 2090 performs a[.2 egress
ACL operation based on the packet’s logical egress context to
determine egress access control of the packet with respect to
the logical switch 2045. For instance, an egress ACL. may be
applied to the packet to control the packet’s access out of the
logical switch 2045. Based on the egress ACL defined for the
logical switch 2045, the packet may be dropped. For example,
some embodiments ensure that the packet’s source is allowed
to send packets to the packet’s destination.

The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE and data
copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose of being
sent in the observation message. This data includes, fora .2
egress ACL decision in some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID
specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the observation, (ii)
a logical switch ID for the switch 2045 that implements the
ACL conditions (and, in some embodiments, the logical
egress port on that logical switch), (iii) the matching ACL
entry (e.g., a port isolation entry, etc.), and (iv) the decision of
the ACL entry (e.g., whether to drop, allow, enqueue, etc. the
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packet). One of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that
different logical egress ACL observation messages may
include different information.

When the packet’s destination address is not connected to
a logical port of the logical switch 2045, the logical switch
2045 sends the packet to the logical router 2055. The MFE
then performs the [.3 processing operations at stage 2015 in
order to route the packet to the destination. The L3 processing
operations in some embodiments include five operations at
sub-stages 2120-2140 for processing the packet 2002 through
the logical router 2055 (shown in FIG. 20) that is imple-
mented by the MFE 2090. In some embodiments, [.3 process-
ing operations involve performing a set of logical routing
operations for determining how to route the packet through a
logical layer 3 network.

At the stage 2120, the MFE 2090 performs a [.3 ingress
ACL operation for determining access control when the logi-
cal router 2055 receives the packet 2002. In some embodi-
ments, the MFE 2090 performs the 1.3 ingress ACL operation
based on the packet’s logical ingress context to determine
ingress access control of the packet with respect to the logical
router 2055. For instance, some embodiments determine
whether packets from the source of the packet are allowed
through the logical ingress port of the logical router.

The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE and data
copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose of being
sent in the observation message. This data includes, fora L3
ingress ACL decision in some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID
specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the observation, (ii)
a logical router ID for the router 2055 that implements the
ACL conditions (and, in some embodiments, the logical
ingress port on that logical router), (iii) the matching ACL
entry (e.g., a port security entry, QoS entry, etc.), and (iv) the
decision of the ACL entry (e.g., whether to drop, allow,
enqueue, etc. the packet). One of ordinary skill in the art will
recognize that different logical ingress ACL observation mes-
sages may include different information.

At the next stage 2125, the MFE 2090 of some embodi-
ments performs a destination network address translation
(DNAT) to revert the destination address of the packet back to
the real address of the destination machine that is hidden from
the source machine of the packet. This stage 2136 is per-
formed when DNAT is implemented by the MFE 2090. In
other embodiments, DNAT may not be necessary or may not
be implemented within the particular logical network.

The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE and data
copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose of being
sent in the observation message. This data includes, for a
DNAT operation in some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID speci-
fying that the MFE 2090 is sending the observation, (ii) a
logical router ID for the router 2055 within which the DNAT
processing is implemented, (iii) the original destination IP
address, and (iv) the translated destination IP address. One of
ordinary skill in the art will recognize that different DNAT
observation messages may include different information.
Furthermore, some embodiments do not include observation
messages for DNAT performed within the processing pipe-
line, or may even perform the DNAT using a middlebox
located outside of the processing pipeline.

At the stage 2130, the MFE 2090 performs a logical L3
routing operation to determine one or more logical egress
ports of the logical router based on the L3 address (e.g.,
destination IP address) of the packet. The observation mes-
sage of some embodiments, as with the previously described
observations, includes both the packet as received at the MFE
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and data copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose
of being sent in the observation message. This data includes,
for a logical L3 routing decision in some embodiments, (i) a
MEFE ID specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the obser-
vation, (ii) a logical router ID for the router 2055 through
which the packet is processed, (iii) the routing entry matched
to forward the packet, and (iv) the logical egress port of the
logical router to which the packet is sent. One of ordinary skill
in the art will recognize that different logical [.3 forwarding
observation messages may include different information.

At the next stage 2135, the MFE 2090 performs source
network address translation (SNAT) on the packet if SNAT is
implemented by the MFE 2090. By performing an SNAT
operation on the packet, the MFE 2090 replaces the source [P
address of the packet with a different IP address in order to
hide the real source IP address. Like the DNAT operation
2125, in other embodiments, the SNAT may not be imple-
mented within the particular logical network.

The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE and data
copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose of being
sent in the observation message. This data includes, for a
SNAT operation in some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID speci-
fying that the MFE 2090 is sending the observation, (ii) a
logical router ID for the router 2055 within which the SNAT
processing is implemented, (iii) the original source IP
address, and (iv) the translated source IP address. One of
ordinary skill in the art will recognize that different SNAT
observation messages may include different information.
Furthermore, some embodiments do not include observation
messages for SNAT performed within the processing pipe-
line, or may even perform the SNAT using a middlebox
located outside of the processing pipeline.

In some embodiments, the 1.3 processing additionally
includes performing a destination MAC address replacement
operation, which may include sending Address Resolution
Protocol (ARP) requests. The MFE sends ARP request pack-
ets to all the VMs on the logical 1.2 domain identified as
corresponding to the destination port of the logical router. The
MEFE should receive an ARP reply packet from one of these
VMs with a MAC address, which it uses to replace the des-
tination MAC address in the packet before sending the packet
to the second logical switch. Some embodiments trace these
ARP packets and the processing thereof as well as the original
packet, while other embodiments do not also trace the ARP
request and reply packets.

At the stage 2135, the MFE 2090 performs a [.3 egress
ACL operation for determining access control before the
logical router 2055 routes the packet out of the logical router
2055 through the logical port determined in the stage 2130.
The L3 egress ACL operation is performed based on the [.3
addresses (e.g., source and destination IP addresses) of the
packet in some embodiments. For instance, some embodi-
ments ensure that packets from the source IP address are
allowed to exit the logical router through the logical egress
port identified at the stage 2130.

The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE and data
copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose of being
sent in the observation message. This data includes, fora L3
egress ACL decision in some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID
specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the observation, (ii)
a logical router ID for the router 2055 that implements the
ACL conditions (and, in some embodiments, the logical
ingress port on that logical router), (iii) the matching ACL
entry (e.g., a port isolation entry, etc.), and (iv) the decision of
the ACL entry (e.g., whether to drop, allow, enqueue, etc. the
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packet). One of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that
different logical egress ACL observation messages may
include different information.

For the next stage 2020, the [.2 processing operations at
this stage include three operations at sub-stages 2145-2155
for processing a packet through the logical switch 2050
shown in FIG. 20. These stages are similar to the stages
2105-2115 for the first logical switch through which the
packet is processed.

At the stage 2145, the MFE 2090 performs an L2 ingress
ACL operation based on the packet’s logical context to deter-
mine ingress access control of the packet with respect to the
logical switch 2050. For instance, an ingress ACL is applied
to the packet to control the packet’s access to the logical
switch 2050 when the logical switch 2050 receives the packet.
Based on the ingress ACL defined for the logical switch 2050,
the packet may be allowed into the logical switch 2050 or the
packet may be dropped. For instance, some embodiments
ensure that packets from the source IP address stored in the
packet header are allowed to enter through the logical ingress
port of the logical switch 2050.

The observation message of some embodiments, as with
the previously described [.2 ingress ACL observation from
stage 2105, includes both the packet as received at the MFE
and data copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose
of being sent in the observation message. This data includes,
for a L2 ingress ACL decision in some embodiments, (i) a
MEFE ID specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the obser-
vation, (ii) a logical switch ID for the switch 2050 that imple-
ments the ACL conditions (and, in some embodiments, the
logical ingress port on that logical switch), (iii) the matching
ACL entry (e.g., a port security entry, QoS entry, etc.), and
(iv) the decision of the ACL entry (e.g., whether to drop,
allow, enqueue, etc. the packet). One of ordinary skill in the
art will recognize that different logical ingress ACL observa-
tion messages may include different information.

Atthe stage 2150, an [.2 forwarding operation is performed
onthe packet. In some embodiments, the MFE 2090 performs
this [.2 forwarding operation based on the packet’s destina-
tion address in order to send the packet through a logical
egress port of the logical switch 2050 (i.e., the logical egress
port that corresponds to the destination MAC address of the
packet).

The observation message of some embodiments, as with
the previously described 1.2 forwarding observation from
stage 2110, includes both the packet as received at the MFE
(or as modified to include the logical egress port, in other
embodiments) and data copied to the registers for the packet
for the purpose of being sent in the observation message. This
data includes, for a logical 1.2 forwarding decision in some
embodiments, (i) a MFE ID specifying that the MFE 2090 is
sending the observation, (ii) a logical switch ID for the switch
2050 through which the packet is processed, and (iii) the
logical egress port of the logical switch to which the packet is
sent. One of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that dif-
ferent logical 1.2 forwarding observation messages may
include different information.

Next, at the stage 2155, the MFE 2090 performs a .2 egress
ACL operation based on the packet’s logical egress context to
determine egress access control of the packet with respect to
the logical switch 2050. For instance, an egress ACL. may be
applied to the packet to control the packet’s access out of the
logical switch 2050. Based on the egress ACL defined for the
logical switch 2050, the packet may be dropped. For example,
some embodiments ensure that the packet’s source is allowed
to send packets to the packet’s destination logical port on the
switch 2050.
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The observation message of some embodiments again
includes both the packet as received at the MFE and data
copied to the registers for the packet for the purpose of being
sent in the observation message. This data includes, fora .2
egress ACL decision in some embodiments, (i) a MFE ID
specifying that the MFE 2090 is sending the observation, (ii)
a logical switch ID for the switch 2050 that implements the
ACL conditions (and, in some embodiments, the logical
egress port on that logical switch), (iii) the matching ACL
entry (e.g., a port isolation entry, etc.), and (iv) the decision of
the ACL entry (e.g., whether to drop, allow, enqueue, etc. the
packet). One of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that
different logical egress ACL observation messages may
include different information.

The stages 2025 and 2030 are described above. These
stages map the logical output port of the second logical switch
2050 to a physical destination, then perform a physical for-
warding operation on the packet to either send the packet
through a tunnel to another MFE or to deliver the packet to its
destination (e.g., a VM, a gateway to an external network,
etc.). As described above, either of these physical operations
(forwarding into a tunnel, delivery) result in observations sent
to the controller cluster.

In the previous example, all of the logical processing is
performed by the first managed forwarding element that
receives the traced packet from the controller cluster. In this
situation, only this MFE will send observation messages
regarding logical processing to the controller cluster, while
other MFEs may send physical forwarding or delivery obser-
vation messages, as described in section I above. In some
embodiments, the last MFE performs the L2 egress ACL for
the second logical switch, in which case this MFE may send
observation messages detailing the logical ACL decisions.

However, in some embodiments, the controller cluster con-
figures the MFEs to perform a set of logical processing opera-
tions in a more distributed manner. FIG. 22 conceptually
illustrates an example of performing logical processing
operations in such a distributed manner by the MFEs. Spe-
cifically, this figure illustrates the two MFEs 2090 and 2092
that implement the logical switches 2045 and 2050 and the
logical router 2055 described above by reference to FIG. 20.
FIG. 22 also illustrates a logical controller 2205 and two
physical controllers 2210 and 2215, which make up at least a
portion of the controller cluster 2035 in this example. This
figure illustrates various packets and observations with
encircled numbers that indicate an order in which the packets
and observations messages sent within the network. How-
ever, when a path diverts into branches (e.g., 8 and 10) the
numbers may not necessarily represent the order in different
branches, owing to different lag times for different opera-
tions.

As shown by the encircled 1, the logical controller 2205
receives a request from the user. This request specifies a
source logical port that maps to a VM connected to the MFE
2090. In response to the request, the logical controller 2205
generates a packet 2092, as described above. As shown by the
encircled 2, the logical controller then sends the generated
packet to the physical controller 2210 because the physical
controller 2210 manages the MFE 2090. The header of the
packet 2092 specifies the source and destination addresses
received in the request, as well as a trace indicator that marks
the packet as a test packet for a trace operation.

The physical controller 2210 examines the packet and
identifies that the MFE 2090 is the MFE into which to inject
the packet because the logical port to which the source
address of the packet connects is mapped to a physical port of
the MFE 2090. As shown by the encircled 3, the physical
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controller 2210 sends the packet 2002 to the MFE 2090. In
addition, as previously described, the physical controller
2210 may also modify register bits for the packet at the MFE
in order to simulate the receiving of the packet through the
appropriate physical port of the MFE.

Upon receiving the packet, the MFE 2090 starts to perform
a processing pipeline 2200. As shown, the processing pipe-
line 2200 performed by the MFE 2090 includes five stages
2235-2240. The first three stages 2235-2245 are similar to the
stages 2005-2015 described above by reference to FIGS. 20
and 21. That is, at the stage 2235, the MFE 2090 performs
logical ingress context mapping to identify a logical ingress
port of a particular logical switch based on the physical port
through which the packet was received (or, in this case,
through which the MFE thinks the packet was received based
on the modified register for the packet).

The MFE 2090 then performs .2 processing operations
2240 and L3 processing operations 2245, which result in the
MFE sending observations to the physical controller (as
shown by the encircled 4 and 6), and the physical controller
sending these observations or the analyses thereof to the
logical controller (as shown by the encircled 5 and 7). How-
ever, the MFE 2090 in this example is not configured (by the
controllers) to perform .2 processing operations for the logi-
cal switch 2050. Instead, the MFE 2092 is configured to
perform the L2 processing operations for the logical switch
2050. Therefore, when the MFE 2090 resubmits the packet
for further processing after the [.3 forwarding has been com-
pleted, the packet matches a flow entry for the logical to
physical mapping operation at the stage 2250. Based on the
logical L3 routing decision made at stage 2245, the MFE
maps the logical egress port of the logical router to a physical
destination (indicating to send the packet encapsulated with
this egress port, that connects to the logical switch 2050, to
the MFE 2092).

Atthe stage 2255 of the processing pipeline 2200, the MFE
performs a set of physical operations. The set of physical
operations in this example determines operations for sending
the packet to the MFE 2092 identified in the previous stage
2250 as the MFE to which to send the packet. Specifically, the
set of physical operations determines a port of the MFE 2090
from which there is a tunnel to the MFE 2092 (or to a pool
node when the MFE 2090 does not have a tunnel established
to the MFE 2092). While the MFE 2090 performs the opera-
tion at this stage 2255, the MFE sends the observations to the
physical controller 2210 as shown by the encircled 8. The
physical controller 2210, in turn, sends the observations or the
analyses of the observations to the logical controller 2205 as
shown by the encircled 9. The MFE 2092 also sends the
packet through the tunnel as shown by the encircled 10.

When the MFE 2092 receives the packet, the MFE 2092
performs the processing pipeline 2201, which is the remain-
der of the logical processing pipeline for the packet. As
shown, the processing pipeline 2201 includes four stages
2260-2275. At the stage 2260, the MFE identifies the logical
context of the packet 2002. As mentioned above, the logical
context would indicate that 1.2 processing operations for the
logical switch 2045 and the L3 processing operations for the
logical router 2055 have already been performed on the
packet. That is, the logical context would indicate that 1.2
processing operations for the logical switch 2050 are still left
to be performed. In some embodiments, the logical context
simply indicates either a logical egress port of the logical
router 2055 or a logical ingress port of the logical switch
2050.

Thus, when the MFE resubmits the packet, the flow entries
that specify to perform .2 processing operations for the logi-
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cal switch 2050 are matched and the MFE accordingly per-
forms the 1.2 processing operations for the logical switch
2050 at the stage 2265. By performing the .2 processing
operations at the stage 2260, the MFE 2092 determines a
logical port of the logical switch 2050 through which the
packet should exit. While the MFE 2092 performs the opera-
tion at this stage 2260, the MFE sends the observations to the
physical controller 2215 as shown by the encircled 11. The
physical controller 2215, in turn, sends the observations or the
analyses of the observations to the logical controller 2205 as
shown by the encircled 12.

Next, at the stage 2270, the MFE performs the logical to
physical mapping operation to identify the physical port to
which the logical port identified in the previous stage 2265 is
mapped. At the stage 2275, the MFE performs a set of physi-
cal forwarding operations and finds out that the physical port
identified in the previous stage 2270 is one of those located at
the MFE 2092. Therefore, the MFE 2092 sends (as shown by
the encircled 13) observation indicating the delivery of the
packet but drops the packet so that the packet does not reach
the destination address. The physical controller 2215 receives
these observations from the MFE 2092 because the physical
controller 2215 manages the MFE 2092. The physical con-
troller 2215 sends (as shown by the encircled 14) these obser-
vations to the logical controller 2205. The logical controller
2205 generates a report of this trace operation and sends this
report to the user as shown by the encircled 15.

The example of FIG. 22 illustrates one possible distribu-
tion of logical forwarding operations. However, there may be
numerous other possible distributions of logical forwarding
operations. Some of these possible distributions are described
in U.S. Publication 2013/0044636, which is incorporated by
reference above.

In addition to the distributed processing pipeline, some
embodiments may use a centralized router for performing the
logical L3 processing, as described in U.S. Publication 2013/
0044636, incorporated by reference above. In some of these
embodiments, the routing is performed by a namespace,
which is a container (e.g., in a linux kernel) created to imple-
ment a logical router (e.g., in a second level MFE such as a
pool node or a gateway), perform network address transla-
tion, etc. In addition, some embodiments require forwarding
packets to middleboxes, which may be implemented as either
centralized appliances (e.g., in a physical box, in a separately
running virtual machine) or as distributed applications run-
ning alongside the edge MFEs.

In either of these situations, some embodiments mark the
packets in such a way that the trace indicator bit is not lost
upon sending the packet to a centralized logical router or
middlebox and receiving the packet back from this entity.
Without a specific manner of marking the packet, the trace
indicator could be lost, and no observations would be sent
once the packet is received back from the centralized entity.
For example, if the middlebox appliance or other entity uses
atunneling protocol to send/receive packets (e.g., GRE, STT,
etc.), then the MFE can be configured to incorporate the
marking information (which can be referred to as a persis-
tence register) into the tunnel header in some embodiments.
For a logical router implemented in a namespace, some
embodiments mark the packet in such a way that the MFE
writes the bit into a data structure used by the namespace to
represent the packet (e.g., by using a specific mark field
understood by the namespace). As a specific example, some
embodiments use a “mark” field of a ““sk_buff” data structure
in the linux kernel. The namespace will then pass the packet
back with this mark upon completing its logical processing.
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IV. Electronic System

Many of the above-described features and applications are
implemented as software processes that are specified as a set
of instructions recorded on a computer readable storage
medium (also referred to as computer readable medium).
When these instructions are executed by one or more process-
ing unit(s) (e.g., one or more processors, cores of processors,
or other processing units), they cause the processing unit(s) to
perform the actions indicated in the instructions. Examples of
computer readable media include, but are not limited to,
CD-ROMs, flash drives, RAM chips, hard drives, EPROMs,
etc. The computer readable media does not include carrier
waves and electronic signals passing wirelessly or over wired
connections.

In this specification, the term “software” is meant to
include firmware residing in read-only memory or applica-
tions stored in magnetic storage, which can be read into
memory for processing by a processor. Also, in some embodi-
ments, multiple software inventions can be implemented as
sub-parts of a larger program while remaining distinct soft-
ware inventions. In some embodiments, multiple software
inventions can also be implemented as separate programs.
Finally, any combination of separate programs that together
implement a software invention described here is within the
scope of the invention. In some embodiments, the software
programs, when installed to operate on one or more electronic
systems, define one or more specific machine implementa-
tions that execute and perform the operations of the software
programs.

FIG. 23 conceptually illustrates an electronic system 2300
with which some embodiments of the invention are imple-
mented. The electronic system 2300 can be used to execute
any of the control, virtualization, or operating system appli-
cations described above. The electronic system 2300 may be
a computer (e.g., a desktop computer, personal computer,
tablet computer, server computer, mainframe, a blade com-
puter etc.), phone, PDA, or any other sort of electronic device.
Such an electronic system includes various types of computer
readable media and interfaces for various other types of com-
puter readable media. Electronic system 2300 includes a bus
2305, processing unit(s) 2310, a system memory 2325, a
read-only memory 2330, a permanent storage device 2335,
input devices 2340, and output devices 2345.

Thebus 2305 collectively represents all system, peripheral,
and chipset buses that communicatively connect the numer-
ous internal devices of the electronic system 2300. For
instance, the bus 2305 communicatively connects the pro-
cessing unit(s) 2310 with the read-only memory 2330, the
system memory 2325, and the permanent storage device
2335.

From these various memory units, the processing unit(s)
2310 retrieve instructions to execute and data to process in
order to execute the processes of the invention. The process-
ing unit(s) may be a single processor or a multi-core processor
in different embodiments.

The read-only-memory (ROM) 2330 stores static data and
instructions that are needed by the processing unit(s) 2310
and other modules of the electronic system. The permanent
storage device 2335, on the other hand, is a read-and-write
memory device. This device is a non-volatile memory unit
that stores instructions and data even when the electronic
system 2300 is off. Some embodiments of the invention use a
mass-storage device (such as a magnetic or optical disk and
its corresponding disk drive) as the permanent storage device
2335.

Other embodiments use a removable storage device (such
as a floppy disk, flash drive, etc.) as the permanent storage
device. Like the permanent storage device 2335, the system
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memory 2325 is a read-and-write memory device. However,
unlike storage device 2335, the system memory is a volatile
read-and-write memory, such a random access memory. The
system memory stores some of the instructions and data that
the processor needs at runtime. In some embodiments, the
invention’s processes are stored in the system memory 2325,
the permanent storage device 2335, and/or the read-only
memory 2330. From these various memory units, the process-
ing unit(s) 2310 retrieve instructions to execute and data to
process in order to execute the processes of some embodi-
ments.

The bus 2305 also connects to the input and output devices
2340 and 2345. The input devices enable the user to commu-
nicate information and select commands to the electronic
system. The input devices 2340 include alphanumeric key-
boards and pointing devices (also called “cursor control
devices”). The output devices 2345 display images generated
by the electronic system. The output devices include printers
and display devices, such as cathode ray tubes (CRT) or liquid
crystal displays (LCD). Some embodiments include devices
such as a touchscreen that function as both input and output
devices.

Finally, as shown in FIG. 23, bus 2305 also couples elec-
tronic system 2300 to a network 2365 through a network
adapter (not shown). In this manner, the computer can be a
part of a network of computers (such as a local area network
(“LAN”), a wide area network (“WAN”), or an Intranet, or a
network of networks, such as the Internet. Any or all compo-
nents of electronic system 2300 may be used in conjunction
with the invention.

Some embodiments include electronic components, such
as microprocessors, storage and memory that store computer
program instructions in a machine-readable or computer-
readable medium (alternatively referred to as computer-read-
able storage media, machine-readable media, or machine-
readable storage media). Some examples of such computer-
readable media include RAM, ROM, read-only compact
discs (CD-ROM), recordable compact discs (CD-R), rewrit-
able compact discs (CD-RW), read-only digital versatile
discs (e.g., DVD-ROM, dual-layer DVD-ROM), a variety of
recordable/rewritable DVDs (e.g., DVD-RAM, DVD-RW,
DVD+RW, etc.), flash memory (e.g., SD cards, mini-SD
cards, micro-SD cards, etc.), magnetic and/or solid state hard
drives, read-only and recordable Blu-Ray® discs, ultra den-
sity optical discs, any other optical or magnetic media, and
floppy disks. The computer-readable media may store a com-
puter program that is executable by at least one processing
unit and includes sets of instructions for performing various
operations. Examples of computer programs or computer
code include machine code, such as is produced by a com-
piler, and files including higher-level code that are executed
by a computer, an electronic component, or a microprocessor
using an interpreter.

While the above discussion primarily refers to micropro-
cessor or multi-core processors that execute software, some
embodiments are performed by one or more integrated cir-
cuits, such as application specific integrated circuits (ASICs)
or field programmable gate arrays (FPGAs). In some embodi-
ments, such integrated circuits execute instructions that are
stored on the circuit itself.

As used in this specification, the terms “computer”,
“server”, “processor”, and “memory” all refer to electronic or
other technological devices. These terms exclude people or
groups of people. For the purposes of the specification, the
terms display or displaying means displaying on an electronic
device. As used in this specification, the terms “computer
readable medium,” “computer readable media,” and
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“machine readable medium” are entirely restricted to tan-
gible, physical objects that store information in a form that is
readable by a computer. These terms exclude any wireless
signals, wired download signals, and any other ephemeral
signals.

While the invention has been described with reference to
numerous specific details, one of ordinary skill in the art will
recognize that the invention can be embodied in other specific
forms without departing from the spirit of the invention. In
addition, a number of the figures (including FIGS. 6, 12, and
13) conceptually illustrate processes. The specific operations
of these processes may not be performed in the exact order
shown and described. The specific operations may not be
performed in one continuous series of operations, and differ-
ent specific operations may be performed in different
embodiments. Furthermore, the process could be imple-
mented using several sub-processes, or as part of a larger
Mmacro process.

We claim:

1. For a first network controller that manages a set of
logical forwarding elements implemented in a plurality of
managed forwarding elements, a method comprising:

receiving, at the first network controller, a request to trace

a specified packet having a particular source on a logical
forwarding element;

generating the specified packet according to the request,

the generated packet comprising an indicator that the
packet is for a trace operation;

sending the generated packet to a second network control-

ler that manages a managed forwarding element associ-
ated with the particular source; and

receiving, from a set of network controllers, a first set of

messages regarding operations performed on the packet,
wherein the set of network controllers receives a second
set of messages regarding operations performed on the
packet from a set of managed forwarding elements that
process the packet.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the first network con-
troller does not directly communicate with any managed for-
warding element.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the first set of messages
and the second set of messages are identical.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the set of network
controllers generates the first set of messages by analyzing
the second set of messages.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the set of network
controllers includes the second network controller.

6. The method of claim 1 further comprising receiving a
third set of messages regarding operations performed on the
packet from a third network controller that receives the third
set of messages from a second set of network controllers,
wherein the particular set of network controllers receives a
fourth set of messages from a second set of managed forward-
ing elements that process the packet.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the second network
controller receives other packets for trace operations from
other network controllers that receive requests to trace the
other packets.

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising:

generating a report of the trace operation based on data

regarding the packet in the first set of messages; and
sending the report to a user that requested the trace opera-
tion.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the managed forwarding
element associated with the particular source sends a plurality
of messages to the second network controller.
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10. A machine readable medium storing a program for
execution by at least one processing unit of a first network
controller that manages a set of logical forwarding elements
implemented in a plurality of managed forwarding elements,
the program comprising sets of instructions for:
receiving a request to trace a specified packet having a
particular source on a logical forwarding element;

generating the specified packet according to the request,
the generated packet comprising an indicator that the
packet is for a trace operation;

sending the generated packet to a second network control-

ler that manages a managed forwarding element associ-
ated with the particular source; and

receiving, from a set of network controllers, a first set of

messages regarding operations performed on the packet,
wherein the set of network controllers receives a second
set of messages regarding operations performed on the
packet from a set of managed forwarding elements that
process the packet.

11. The machine readable medium of claim 10, wherein the
particular source is a logical port of the logical forwarding
element.

12. The machine readable medium of claim 11, wherein the
logical port is associated with a MAC address of a virtual
interface of a virtual machine that connects to the logical
forwarding element.

13. The machine readable medium of claim 10, wherein the
request is received from a third network controller that gen-
erates the request based on user inputs.

14. For a first network controller that manages a first plu-
rality of managed forwarding elements, a method compris-
ing:

receiving, at the first network controller, a specified packet

having (i) a particular source on a logical forwarding
element and (ii) an indicator that the packet is for a trace
operation from a second network controller;

inserting the received packet into a managed forwarding

element associated with the particular source such that
the managed forwarding element processes the packet as
though the packet was received from the particular
source;

receiving, at the first network controller, a first set of mes-

sages from a first set of managed forwarding elements in
the first plurality of managed forwarding elements that
processes the packet regarding operations performed on
the packet; and

sending the received first set of messages to the second

network controller,

wherein the second network controller receives a second

set of messages from a third network controller that
receives the second set of messages from a second set of
managed forwarding elements in a second plurality of
managed forwarding elements that processes the packet,
wherein the third network controller manages the sec-
ond plurality of managed forwarding elements.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein inserting the packet
into the managed forwarding element comprises sending a
command that modifies registers of the managed forwarding
element associated with the particular source.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the modified registers
specify that the packet is received through an ingress port of
the managed forwarding element that connects to the particu-
lar source.

17. The method of claim 14 further comprising examining
the received packet to identify the managed forwarding ele-
ment into which to insert the packet.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

64

18. The method of claim 14, wherein the second network
controller performs analysis on the first and second sets of
messages in order to generate a report regarding the trace
operation.

19. The method of claim 14, wherein the particular source
is a logical port of the logical forwarding element.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein the logical port is
associated with an external network to which the logical
forwarding element connects, wherein a plurality of different
managed forwarding elements are associated with the logical
port, the method further comprising selecting one of the plu-
rality of different managed forwarding elements associated
with the logical port as the managed forwarding element into
which to insert the packet.

21. The method of claim 19, wherein the logical port is
associated with a remote domain to which the logical for-
warding element connects, wherein a plurality of different
managed forwarding elements are associated with the logical
port, the method further comprising selecting one of the plu-
rality of different managed forwarding elements associated
with the logical port as the managed forwarding element into
which to insert the packet.

22. A machine readable medium storing a program for
execution by at least one processing unit of a first network
controller that manages a first plurality of managed forward-
ing elements, the program comprising sets of instructions for:

receiving, from a second network controller, a specified

packet having (i) a particular source on a logical for-
warding element and (ii) an indicator that the packet is
for a trace operation;

inserting the packet into a managed forwarding element

associated with the particular source;

receiving a first set of messages from a first set of managed

forwarding elements in the first plurality of managed
forwarding elements that process the packet regarding
operations performed on the packet; and

generating a second set of messages based on the first set of

messages; and

sending the second set of messages to the second network

controller in order for the second network controller to
combine the second set of messages with other messages
received from other network controllers that manage
other managed forwarding elements.

23. The machine readable medium of claim 22, wherein the
set of instructions for generating the second set of messages
comprises a set of instructions for analyzing the first set of
messages, wherein the second set of messages comprises
analysis of the first set of messages.

24. The machine readable medium of claim 22, wherein the
set of instructions for generating the second set of messages
comprises a set of instructions for extracting information
from the first set of messages to include in the second set of
messages.

25. The machine readable medium of claim 22, wherein the
program further comprises sets of instructions for:

receiving a third set of messages from a third set of man-

aged forwarding elements in the plurality of managed
forwarding elements that process a different packet gen-
erated by a third network controller;

generating a fourth set of messages by analyzing the third

set of messages; and

sending the fourth set of messages to the third network

controller in order for the third network controller to
combine the fourth set of messages with other messages
received from other network controllers.

26. The machine readable medium of claim 22, wherein the
second network controller generates a report for the trace
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operation based on the second set of messages and the other
messages received from the network controllers.
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